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ABSTRACT
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School-based sexuality education (SBSE) is an important and debated part of the
sexual socialization of young people in the US. While existing literature addresses the
sociological implications of SBSE at the policy and curriculum-level, little was
previously known about the ways instructors carried out and made sense of sex education
in their classrooms. In this study, I examine the relationship between how sex education
instructors make sense of sex education and their understandings of youth and sexuality. I
conducted 20 semi-structured interviews with sex education teachers in Mississippi
public schools and used an inductive analysis approach to determine themes from the
data. I find that teachers depart from the prescribed curriculum, or go off-script, to
address their functional and ideological concerns in the classroom. Where teachers
translate their own ideologies about youth and sexuality into instruction, these ideologies
serve to reproduce social inequality by gendering, racializing, and classing instruction.
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INTRODUCTION
The teacher is instructed to place a goldfish in a fish bowl in front of the class,
and draw the attention of the class to how bored the fish must be. Claiming to
want to give the fish more freedom, the teacher scoops the fish out of the bowl
and allows it to gasp and flop around the desk in front of the students. The
exercise concludes: “As you put the fish back, ask the class, ‘How is this fish
bowl to the fish like marriage is to sex.' Use this opportunity to point out that
boundaries provide freedom, safety and comfort. They're not dull, they're healthy
(SIECUS 2008:, emphasis added).
Sex education is unique among domains of education. It deals with subject matter
that is simultaneously highly regulated and highly taboo. It asks students and teachers to
engage in discussions about students’ bodies and emotions both in the intellectual
abstract and in their daily lives. It is regarded by both supporters and opponents as having
the power to influence the sexuality and sexual behavior of young people and their future
families. Because of this influence, the way it is taught is a matter of fiery debate and
immense importance.
The actual teaching practices in sex education range from notoriously dull to the
stuff of urban legends. A common cultural trope is the idea of the boring sex education
classroom film - a product of mid-twentieth century efforts by the US military to curb the
spread of STDs - that describes sex and bodies in the most de-eroticized ways possible
(Luker 2006). More modern sex education strategies have proven to be more creative and
more contested. Amanda Hess documented her experience in a sex education classroom
in Oxford, Mississippi where a piece of candy was passed around the room until it had
1

collected a layer of dirt (2014). The now-spoiled candy was used as a metaphor for
unmarried women who engage in sexual activity1 (Hess 2014). Similarly, the description
of the fish bowl exercise details a lesson plan currently in practice in Mississippi middle
schools to illustrate the value of abstinence outside of marriage. My own experience with
sex education in Mississippi schools has included: a demonstration that compared teens
who engage in sex to duct tape that loses its adhesive after being removed from surfaces,
a comparison of the merits of abstinence to the pressure that transforms diamonds to coal,
and a lesson in human reproduction that used squeaky dog toys to model gametes.
These lesson plans reflect certain ways in which educators interpret and enact
strategies for sex education. These strategies are part of a widespread debate among
policymakers, advocates, and parents in the US about what sex education should include,
how it should be taught, and what its goals should be. Underlying these strategies, and the
classroom practices in which they result, are competing ideologies, or frameworks used
by social actors to make sense of morality, science, adolescence, sex, and sexuality. Each
of these informs and is informed by existing structural inequalities in the US. The result
is an array of approaches to sex education that range from empowering to marginalizing
and from effective to ineffective.
While the top-down policies and administrative actions that shape sex education
are widely addressed in the sociological literature, less is known about how teachers
contend with competing understandings of sex at the classroom level. In this study, I

Parents in Oxford, MS have since effectively organized to prevent this lesson from being taught in
schools (Barnes 2014; Hess 2014).

1
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interview teachers about their own experiences carrying out sex education and making
sense of the competing paradigms that shape it. My research questions are:
RQ1: How do Mississippi sex education instructors carry out sex education
instruction in classrooms?
RQ2: What is the relationship between how sex education instructors make sense
of sex education and their understandings of youth and sexuality?
In the chapters that follow, I begin by presenting a policy history of sex education
in the United States, which details the evolution of educational approaches to youth and
sexuality. In the third chapter, I review the existing sociological literature on sex
education and youth sexuality, with a particular emphasis on the relationship between sex
education and social inequality. I outline my research methods for the study at hand in
Chapter 4. In Chapter 5, I present the results of my study and, finally, offer conclusions
and future directions in Chapter 6.

3

SEX EDUCATION AND POLICY
History of Sex Education in the US
Educating young people about sex is a relatively new practice in the United
States. Sexual health and education was considered wholly within the realm of family
responsibility until the 1910’s, when the threat of sexually transmitted infections and
diseases became a source of moral panic in the United States (Carter 2001). As a result of
progressive movements in the early 20th century, formal sex education was understood as
an important way to combat rampant misinformation (Carter 2001; Luker 2006).
Progressives saw the role of sex in society as more than just a necessary component of
reproduction, but rather a normal human behavior associated with intimacy in
relationships (Luker 2006). This transition followed the Industrial Revolution in the US,
increasing urbanization, and a range of associated social problems, including
concentrated poverty and prejudice and discrimination against immigrant groups (Luker
2006). Progressives referred to these emergent social problems as issues of “social
hygiene,” problems uniquely tied to the reproduction of people of color and people who
were impoverished (Luker 2006:38; Sears 1992). Competing approaches emerged within
the progressive movement to address these disparities, including those informed by
scientific racism, which advocated for the forced sterilization of women of color and poor
women (Davis 1981). Other progressive activists took up the cause of sex education,
4

citing the shifting roles of sex, gender, and the nature of relationships as well as a general
lack of information about sex and sexuality through the population (Luker 2006; Sears
1992).
As the field of sex education was developed, debates emerged about what form
sexuality instruction should take, how it should be taught, and what content should be
included in order to best serve the Progressives’ goals of decreased sex-related diseases
and increased intimacy within marriages (Luker 2006). Many activists felt that formal,
school-based education was the best solution to overcoming these social problems, but
there was contention among them about how to implement such a system (Carter 2001;
Luker 2006). Carter highlights this dispute among early sex education instructors, noting:
Among the basic tenets of sex education was the warning that it must be unlike all
other kinds of education, ‘in that it must not seek to create interest and awaken
curiosity in the subject in which it deals.’ Some people, doubtful that sex
educators could ‘avoid everything which tends to awaken or to intensify either . . .
sex consciousness [or] sex emotions,’ elaborated the need for caution into an
argument against teaching sex at all. (2001:225)
As I discuss in the following sections, this idea that sex education must both provide
enough information to be useful and not provide so much information as to be tantalizing
is still evident in contemporary debates over sex education. Much of the literature frames
this debate as a political and educational struggle over where to draw the line between
‘not enough information’ and “too much, too soon” (Luker 2006:32). In the sections that
follow, I outline the history of sex education in the US by tracing the development of
public policy that attempts to draw this line. I begin with federal policies and then move
to recent policies specific to the state of Mississippi, where sex education has undergone
sweeping transformations in the past four years.
5

US Federal Policy and the Emergence of Sex Education: 1996 - 2009
In 1996, the federal government defined and funded the US’s first national
standards for school-based sexuality education (SBSE) (Luker 2006). These standards
came to be known as Abstinence-Only Until Marriage Education (AOUME). AOUME
curricula were formally defined by the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity
Reconciliation Act of 1996 (PRWORA). PRWORA was the ultimate outcome of the
push for ‘welfare reform’ in the 1980’s and early 1990’s. The act was a wide-ranging
piece of federal legislation that reshaped and limited cash assistance programs for
families living in poverty and prescribed work and family structure requirements for
families seeking assistance (104th Congress 1996). PRWORA was considered by its
supporters to be a response to the breakdown of traditional values and the increased
reliance on government assistance by the poor (Luker 2006; Solinger 2001). PRWORA’s
critics argued that it actually exacerbated the social problems it claimed to address and
was imbued with notions of traditional values that strongly favored white supremacy,
middle class cultural capital, and traditional Christian beliefs (Luker 2006; Roberts 2009;
Solinger 2001). As a component of PRWORA, the concept of AOUME emerged
alongside racist and classist narratives of the hyperfertility of the poor and of abuse of the
system by ‘welfare queens’ (Davis 1981; Roberts 1999; Solinger 2001). AOUME was
one component of the ‘welfare reform’ movement designed to control sexualities that
policymakers deemed dangerous, and was explicitly targeted at “those groups which are
most likely to bear children out-of-wedlock” (Luker 2006; SSA 2010). The idea that
certain sexualities are dangerous is a racialized and classed concept that is used to
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privilege the reproductive capacity of white middle class women2 (Davis 1981; Luker
1996; Roberts 1999; Solinger 2001).
By 1996, AOUME was the most recent in a long trend of historical attempts to
limit the reproductive rights of women of color and poor women under the guise of birth
control and pregnancy prevention. Early eugenics projects, which were the results of
early 20th century scientific racism, promoted reproduction by white women and resulted
in the forced sterilization of thousands of women of color. These programs operated
under the slogan “More children from the fit, less from the unfit” – a theme that the
discourse surrounding PRWORA would echo more than 75 years later (Davis 1981:214).
In this way, mandatory abstinence-education aligned with early twentieth century
eugenics projects that Davis described fifteen years prior to their enactment as “not the
individual right to birth control, but rather the racist strategy of population control”
(Davis 1981:214, emphasis in original). Accordingly, in discussing these abstinencecentered social welfare policies, Solinger finds that “Poor women experienced their new,
constrained relation to choice – and childbearing – as they encountered rules and
programs that replaced reproductive rights with the reproductive duty to refrain from
reproducing” (2001:197, emphasis added). By focusing on abstinence, marriage, and
childrearing in two-parent households, AOUME, by design, privileged the sexual,

In the welfare reform debates of this period, sexual behavior was understood as problematic through its
association with female reproduction. Men’s sexual and reproductive behaviors were often simply ignored.
Solinger provides a telling example, citing a US Representative who argued in support of the “sterilization
of [poor] women” by saying: “when they start having babies one after another, and the terrible thing they
are doing to the next generation…something has got to be done to put a stop to it” (as quoted in 2001:198)
Note that the representative’s support for sterilization is specific to women and ignores the contribution of
men to the aforementioned babies.

2
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reproductive, and family choices that were historically permitted only to middle class,
heterosexual whites and decried all other models.
This design manifests in AOUME’s mandatory curriculum. The curriculum was
designed primarily to discourage sexual behavior outside of the context of heterosexual
marriage and explicitly bases this standard on PRWORA’s core idea that, among poor
mothers, marriage reduces use of government social benefit programs (104th Congress
1996). Information about contraceptives, sexually transmitted diseases (STDs), and
sexual relationships is used only as support for the abstinence position (Kohler, Manhart,
and Lafferty 2008a; U.S. Congress 1996). The tenets of AOUME were defined in Section
510 (b)(2)(A-H) of PRWORA and are commonly referred to in the literature as the ‘A-H
definition.’ Under this definition, AOUME must:
A. Have as its exclusive purpose teaching the social, psychological, and
health gains to be realized by abstaining from sexual activity
B. Teach abstinence from sexual activity outside marriage as the expected
standard for all school-age children
C. Teach that abstinence from sexual activity is the only certain way to
avoid out-of-wedlock pregnancy, sexually transmitted diseases, and
other associated health problems
D. Teach that a mutually faithful, monogamous relationship in the context
of marriage is the expected standard of sexual activity
E. Teach that sexual activity outside the context of marriage is likely to
have harmful psychological and physical effects
F. Teach that bearing children out of wedlock is likely to have harmful
consequences for the child, the child's parents, and society
G. Teach young people how to reject sexual advances and how alcohol
and drug use increases vulnerability to sexual advances
H. Teach the importance of attaining self-sufficiency before engaging in
sexual activity (Trenholm et al. 2007:xiv)
8

At implementation, sex education funding was allocated exclusively to AOUME
programs. Abstinence education was carried out through two funding streams. First, Title
V of this act provided $50 million annually through the Department of Health and Human
Services to fund AOUME program block grants, which were matched by and
administered through the states. A second leg of PRWORA’s abstinence funding was the
Community Based Abstinence Education grants program (CBAE), which bypassed the
state and provided federal funding directly to schools and programs. CBAE was
administered initially by the Maternal and Child Health Bureau of the Department of
Health and Human Services (DHHS), but transitioned to the control of DHHS’s
Administration on Children and Families in 2005. Additionally, the Office of Adolescent
Pregnancy Programs received a minimal amount of legacy funding for administering
AOUME programs. (Keefe 2007; Trenholm et al. 2007)
The Contemporary US Sex Education Landscape: 2010 - Present
By 2010, changes in education funding brought about broader changes in SBSE,
motivated in part by criticism from health education advocates that argued AOUME
programs were morally biased or ineffective in preventing teen pregnancy (Kendall
2013; Luker 2006). A competing approach emerged: Comprehensive Sex Education
(CSE), which was designed to provide scientific and presumably objective information
about sexual health and decision making. CSE programs (which I describe in more detail
later) were not widely adopted, however, because SBSE funding was tied to AOUME
programs and self-funded alternatives were not feasible for many jurisdictions.
In 2010, the landscape of sex education funding shifted in two significant ways.
First, the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (ACA) reformed Title V funding.
9

Following the enactment of the ACA, abstinence matched grants were preserved, but
additional grant opportunities were created through the Adolescent Pregnancy Prevention
Program’s Personal Responsibility Education Program (PREP), which is free of
PRWORA’s abstinence-only restrictions. This funding remains under the domain of
DHHS’s Administration on Children and Families and is now specifically housed in the
Family and Youth Services Bureau. Second, an additional funding stream, the Teen
Pregnancy Prevention Program (TPP), was created through DHHS’s Office of
Adolescent Health and funded under discretionary spending, making it wholly
independent from abstinence requirements. PREP and TPP are the first federal funding
lines on sex education “that included an array of intervention approaches including both
AOUME and contraception information/services” (Solomon-Fears 2015:10).
As federal policymakers reallocated funding for SBSE programs, CSE became a
feasible alternative to AOUME for many schools. Legally, states have full discretion over
the curricula of their educational programs - the federal government does not mandate
what is taught. Practically, however, only states with exceptionally well-funded
educational programs are at liberty to refuse federal grant money and thereby be
exempted from federal educational benchmarks. Prior to 2010, states considering CSE
programs had to be prepared to fund these programs without any federal assistance.
Following the federal policy changes outlined above, more funding options became
available to states that required or permitted programs other than AOUME. As a result,
more programs across the US had the opportunity to transition from AOUME to CSE. By
2015, 18 states and the District of Columbia had mandated that their SBSE programs
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bypass AOUME requirements in favor of CSE-type programs (Guttmacher Institute
2015).
In the landscape of public policy regarding school-based sexuality education,
Mississippi is an exceptional case. As I discuss in the pages to come, Mississippi requires
SBSE and mandates at the state level what the sex education curriculum must include but
allows districts to decide between AOUME and ‘abstinence-plus’ programs. These
‘abstinence-plus’ programs were a hybrid version of CSE, which include the content of
AOUME programs, but with additional information about contraception and safer sex
practices included. This represents a dramatic departure from the state’s historical
unilateral support for AOUME and has presented school administrators and teachers with
a set of new challenges about youth, sexuality, and education.
Sex Education in Mississippi Schools
In 2011, the Mississippi legislature passed House Bill 999, which made sex
education mandatory for all public school districts in the state (Clarke et al. 2011). In
doing so, Mississippi joined 19 other states with some form of mandatory SBSE
(Guttmacher Institute 2012). What set Mississippi apart was the degree of local control
that Mississippi made available to its school districts in building SBSE plans. The statute
balanced control over sex education between local school boards and state oversight. The
act permitted school districts to select their curricula from a list of nine programs
approved by the Mississippi Department of Education, the Women’s Fund of Mississippi,
and Mississippi First (a state-wide sex education non-profit) (Barnes 2014). Establishing
this degree of local control allowed districts to construct their own SBSE programs
within a framework set forth by the state.
11

While districts could largely choose what topics to cover and how to approach sex
education, HB999 included three provisions on instruction. First, no program was
allowed to provide “instruction and demonstrations on the application or use of condoms”
(Clarke et al. 2011:92-93). Second, programs were prohibited from “teach[ing] that
abortion can be used to prevent the birth of a baby”(Clarke et al. 2011:104-106). Third,
all sex education instruction was required to take place in sex-segregated classrooms.
HB999 further required that parents be notified about schools’ sex education
programs and that students only be enrolled in the programs when their parents opted for
their inclusion (Clarke et al. 2011). Thus, while HB999 made sex education programs
mandatory offerings in all schools, students were, by default, not enrolled in these
programs until their parents consented. The statute went into effect on July 1, 2011 and
required districts to adopt and implement their sex education programs by June 30, 2012.
HB999 fundamentally changed SBSE in Mississippi by making SBSE mandatory
and by allowing options beyond AOUME. It removed school districts’ longstanding
option to not offer sex education. Prior to HB999, sex education was not specifically
addressed in Mississippi education policy and the state defaulted to AOUME under the
federal A-H definition when sex education was offered at all. In 2012 when the bill went
into effect, many districts were forced to create new sex education programs where none
had previously existed. It also allowed districts to choose between “abstinence-only and
abstinence-plus education” (Clarke et al. 2011:1). Prior to HB999, any school district
interested in offering sex education was required to conform to AOUME standards
(Trenholm et al. 2007). While AOUME education remained the default option, HB999
included provisions that allowed districts to opt instead for abstinence-plus curricula.
12

These curricula included all mandatory components of AOUME education and followed
the three previously mentioned instructional provisions set forth by the state, but
abstinence-plus programs were allowed to “discuss other contraceptives3, the nature,
causes and effects of sexually transmitted diseases, [and] the prevention of sexually
transmitted diseases, including HIV/AIDS, along with a factual presentation of the risks
and failure rates” (Clarke et al. 2011:94-97). This expansion of Mississippi’s sex
education options took place in a climate of wide parental support for SBSE. Existing
research indicates that the majority of Americans support a comprehensive sex education
approach to school-based sex education as compared to an AOUME approach (Bleakley,
Hennessy, and Fishbein 2006). Similar trends have emerged in Mississippi, with most
parents supporting some sex education beyond the legal definition of AOUME education
(McKee, Southward, and Ragsdale 2014).
With only a year from enactment to implementation, the state moved quickly to
establish sex education options for school districts across Mississippi. Following the
enactment of HB999, the Mississippi Department of Education solicited proposals for sex
education curricula and approved nine curriculum packages from which districts could
select (Mississippi Office of Healthy Schools 2011a). Of these nine packages, five
AOUME options and four abstinence-plus options were available. In publishing the list
of approved curricula, the Mississippi Office of Healthy Schools designated which
packages had been “identified as effective” by the US Department of Health and Human
Services (2011a:1) Two of the AOUME packages and two of the abstinence-plus

Where the language of the policy refers to ‘other contraceptives’ here, it is referring to discussions of
contraceptives other than the condom failure rate discussion required by AOUME.
3
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packages met this criteria. Of the nine curriculum packages available, only one (an
AOUME package without the HHS designation) included a Spanish language version,
limiting the options for Mississippi schools interested in extending SBSE to their growing
population of Spanish-speaking English Language Learners. After the state-level options
were made available, districts selected curricula and reported their programs to the
Mississippi Office of Healthy Schools. Of Mississippi’s 155 school districts, 81 selected
AOUME programs and 74 selected abstinence-plus programs in the first year of
implementation (Mississippi Department of Education and Associated Press 2012).
Trends emerged in district adoption of sex education curricula. Districts in counties with
higher rates of chlamydia, gonorrhea, HIV, and pregnancies to girls under 19 years of age
were significantly more likely to adopt abstinence-plus curricula than AOUME
(Pellegrine and Kerr n.d.). This trend may have been influenced by trainings for district
personnel from the Office of Healthy Schools, which provided data on sexual health
disparities within districts and encouraged administrators to consider these data in
making programming decisions, though these trainings did not specify what curricula
were most effective at addressing rates of STIs and teen pregnancy (Mississippi Office of
Healthy Schools 2011c). Districts with higher percentages of black students and districts
with lower median household incomes were significantly more likely to adopt
abstinence-plus curricula than AOUME curricula (Pellegrine and Kerr n.d.).
While perspectives of stakeholders in sex education at the policy and
organizational level are clearly documented, missing from this discussion is a classroomlevel perspective (Smith 2012a). How do teachers use the curricula developed by districts
and administrators? What shapes how they present material? And what is actually
14

happening in sex education classrooms across Mississippi? In the next section, I discuss
the relationship between these top-down policies and teachers’ agency at the classroom
level.
Education Policy and Teacher Agency
The ability of teachers to enact educational practices and shape classroom
environments represents a unique site within a broader, state-controlled field – a site in
which the agency of an individual actor combines with the institutional power of schools
to act as agents of socialization. Pignatelli describes the fragile nexus between teachers’
agency and schools’ power:
Following Foucault, teachers exercise their agency caught within a typically
modern, complex paradox of knowing subject and manipulated object. Ironically,
if teachers test the limits of ‘regimes of truth’… they erode the authoritative
ground upon which they speak (Pignatelli 1993)
As part of their position in the school system, teachers must balance the power afforded
to them by the system and the restrictions the system places on their decision-making. In
negotiating this balance, teachers exhibit their agency as individuals acting within a
complex organization. Arnot describes the position of teachers in achieving this balance:
“Thus while teachers might have appreciated the freedoms associated with discretion in
terms of choice of syllabus and pedagogic mode, their agency was nevertheless located
within a deeply undemocratic modernist educational project” (Arnot 2006:19). Teachers
contend further with their position in the organizational hierarchy, the power of agencies
and actors that outrank them, and the power that their structural position grants them over
students. Fligstein and McAdam conclude that position within a field shapes how actors
make sense of and relate to power in carrying out their roles:
15

Our theory of action stresses that individuals or groups are always acting and they
are always looking for an edge. But it is the structuring of those fields that
determine which kinds of action make sense. The position we occupy in a field
has a huge effect on how we enact our capacity for agency (2012:180).
Within each of these power relationships, teachers enact agency either by complying with
the structure or by challenging it. This exercise of agency through compliance with
institutional norms is an example of Giddens’ concept of ontological security. Giddens
notes that ontological security “ties in closely to the tacit character of practical
consciousness – or, in phenomenological terms, to the ‘bracketings’ presumed by the
‘natural attitude’ in everyday life” (Giddens 1991:36). Giddens goes on to argue that as
individuals participate in institutions, they exchange their willingness to comply with
institutional norms for the predictability and security the institution provides (Giddens
1991). As this process is repeated over time, compliance with these norms becomes an
assumed, invisible aspect of institutional participation and formal autonomy becomes
bounded by institutional habit and mimetic processes of legitimacy (Fligstein 2001;
Giddens 1991). Where individual teachers enact agency by exercising their autonomy in
a way that challenges institutionalized ‘bracketings,’ they may experience powerlessness
or institutional anxiety (Giddens 1991), and their legitimacy or professionalism may be
questioned (Collinson 2003; Fligstein and McAdam 2012). This puts teachers in a unique
position relative to education – while they may lack overarching formal power within the
US education system, they have a great deal of capacity to enact agency over how they
engage in the day-to-day practice of education with students.
While policy and curricula guide school-based sex education programs, both are
shaped by the interpretation of instructors at the classroom level. In school-based sex
education, Fields argues that “curricula are never regimes of absolute control” (2012:70)
16

and that the information students receive is shaped by the ideology of both the curriculum
and the teacher delivering it (Smith 2012b). In this study, I focus on the teachers’
capacity to shape instruction at the classroom level within school-based sexuality
education. At present, there are no data detailing how teachers, who must use policy and
curricula to guide classroom experiences and learning, are making sense of the new
SBSE programs in Mississippi schools. I set out to gain a better understanding of what
information is being delivered in the classroom, how instructors make sense of ideologies
and curricula of sex education, and how instructors’ own understandings of youth
sexuality shape their approach to sex education - in accordance with policy or in spite of
it.

17

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Outcomes and Effectiveness of Sex Education Programs
The policy and social context that gave rise to school-based sex education (SBSE)
considered the programs instrumental in combatting negative health and social outcomes;
consequently, debates over sex education often include questions about the effectiveness
of different kinds of sex education programs. SBSE programs are most often assessed in
terms of public health outcomes, including their impact on rates of sexually transmitted
infections, on rates of teen pregnancy, and on ‘youth sexual risk behaviors.’
The concept of ‘youth sexual risk behavior’ is loosely defined throughout the
literature on adolescent sexuality. The CDC’s Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System,
which is the foremost national data collection effort on youth health risk behavior,
defines thirteen measures of youth sexual risk behavior, including: whether children have
ever engaged in sexual activity, whether their first sexual experience occurred before age
thirteen, whether they have had four or more total sexual partners, whether they used
condoms during their most recent sexual activity, and several measures assessing what
types of contraceptives, if any, were used during their most recent sexual encounter
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 2015). These measures align with
operationalizations of youth sexual risk behavior used throughout the literature and
provide a guide for what benchmarks are used to assess the effectiveness of sex education
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curricula (Collins, Alagiri, and Summers 2002; Kirby 2001, 2007; Kohler, Manhart, and
Lafferty 2008b; Silva 2002; Underhill, Montgomery, and Operario 2007).
By most empirical measures, Abstinence-Only Until Marriage Education
(AOUME) has been unable to demonstrate effectiveness. Existing literature on AOUME
is largely concerned with the onset of sexual activity among youth. The research in this
area consistently fails to establish a statistically significant relationship between
children’s’ participation in AOUME programs and the delay of sexual activity as
compared to children who do not participate in SBSE (Collins et al. 2002; Kirby 2001,
2007; Kohler et al. 2008a; Trenholm et al. 2007). While fewer studies exist examining
sexual behavior patterns among students of AOUME , no significant relationship has
been found between AOUME and number of sexual partners or the use of condoms and
other contraceptives by youth (Collins et al. 2002; Kirby 2007; Underhill et al. 2007).
Further, AOUME has not been shown to reduce rates of teen pregnancy or of sexually
transmitted infections (Kohler et al. 2008b; Underhill et al. 2007).
Comprehensive Sex Education (CSE) programs, conversely, have been shown to
produce measurable decreases in multiple indicators of youth risk sexual behavior as well
as in teen pregnancy and sexually transmitted infection rates. Research on CSE programs
finds that youth who participate in these programs postpone sexual activity and have
fewer sexual partners as compared to children who do not participate in CSE (Kirby
2001, 2007). Significant relationships have also been documented between CSE
programs and the use of condoms and contraceptives, decreased rates of teen pregnancy,
and decreased rates of sexually transmitted infections (Kirby 2001, 2007; Kohler et al.
2008a). Finally, CSE programs show no significant increase in the frequency of sexual
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activity, suggesting that these programs lead to increased rates of safer sex practices
without leading to increased rates of sexual activity overall (Kirby 2007). The scientific
literature on sex education consistently rejects AOUME programs and promotes CSE
programs as more effective approaches to school-based sexuality education.
AOUME proponents reject scientific, public health approaches to the evaluation
of AOUME curricula. Consistent with the politically conservative origins of the AOUME
movement (which I discuss in detail in a later section), advocates of this approach argue
that scientific measures of student outcomes are biased by political liberals and measure
AOUME programs against benchmarks designed for scientifically-grounded CSE
programs (Kendall 2013; Luker 2006). Instead, AOUME proponents argue that
“AOUME is not fundamentally (public) health education but moral education” and as
should be evaluated as such (Kendall 2013:5). For AOUME, scientific rationalization is a
secondary measure, which is only considered useful when it substantiates the ideological
positions of the movement (Kendall 2013). AOUME and CSE’s divergent approaches to
program evaluation are reflective of both curricula’s core ideologies, which I explore in
detail in the sections that follow.
Ideology and Sex Education
Sociologists of education, and particularly critical scholars within the ‘new’
sociology of education, have long argued that the knowledge transmitted through schools
is not value-neutral, but instead is the result of a complex, modernist, institutionalized
form of social reproduction (Weis, McCarthy, and Dimitriadis 2006). In decisions about
what to teach and how to teach it, education as an institution deems some knowledges
more valuable than others and legitimizes these knowledges and rankings by presenting
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them as objective (Arnot 2006). Far from objective, decisions about what knowledges
should be conveyed through schools reflect ideologies about the social world. Carlson
discusses Michael Apple’s fundamental work on ideology and education: “In one way or
another…ideology ‘always deals with legitimation, power, conflict, and a special style of
argument’ – one that disguises the real interests it serves and seeks to persuade on the
basis of vague and dubious assumptions” (2006:96). Put more concisely, Lewis notes that
“ideologies tell particular kinds of stories about the way the world works” (2003:32).
As a component of formal education, approaches to school-based sexuality
education are also informed by specific ideologies. Neither CSE nor AOUME presents an
objective approach to sex education. Instead, each brings certain values that are shaped in
different ways by structural inequalities in the US education system. These values
represent different, but not dichotomous, ideological positions. AOUME and CSE and
their foundational ideologies go beyond simple differences in instructional method and
instead represent distinct paradigms in SBSE. In the sections that follow, I outline the
ideological bases behind the information presented in AOUME and CSE curricula.
AOUME: A Morality-Based Approach
Abstinence Only Until Marriage Education is based on the central tenet that any
sexual activity outside of the context of marriage is morally detrimental to the people
involved and to society (Fields 2008; Kendall 2013). The most conservative AOUME
approaches understand sex and sexuality as aspects of spiritual life, not as a natural or
scientific process (Fields 2008). These core beliefs set the stage for AOUME’s
interpretation of all social and sexual issues, including AOUME’s rejection of same-sex
sexuality and families, rejection of childbearing outside of marriage, and understanding
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of what constitutes risky sexual behavior (Fields 2008; Kendall 2013). The ideology at
the center of AOUME is the belief that spirituality and moral standards – most often
Christian moral standards - are the best frameworks for guiding decisions about sexual
behavior.
The federal A-H guidelines for Abstinence Education require that sex and
childbearing within marriage and abstinence before marriage be presented in instruction
as the “expected standard” of behavior (Trenholm et al. 2007:xiv), thereby normalizing
abstinence until marriage and establishing the program as one designed to teach moral
behaviors. Because of its focus on moral behavior, AOUME has been criticized heavily
as being anti-scientific and, at times, scientifically inaccurate (Keef and Alford 2007; US
House of Representatives Committee On Government Reform Minority Staff Special
Investigations Division 2004; Waxman 2006). The scientific inaccuracy in AOUME
programs that is cited most often by opponents is the curricula’s approach to condom
usage. AOUME often presents condoms as notoriously ineffective at preventing
pregnancy or the transmission of STI’s despite largely undisputed medical evidence to
the contrary (SIECUS 2005; US House of Representatives Committee On Government
Reform Minority Staff Special Investigations Division 2004; Waxman 2006).
Additionally, AOUME programs have been documented distributing false or biased
information about the transmission and symptoms of HIV/AIDS, the process of fetal
development, and LGBTQ sex and sexuality (Keef and Alford 2007). AOUME
proponents counter claims of scientific inaccuracy with arguments over political bias and
contested epistemology in science (Kendall 2013). Where public policy calls for both
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AOUME programming and medical or scientific accuracy, AOUME’s scientifically
questionable claims often take precedent (Fields 2008).
AOUME’s moral underpinnings result from the history of the approach itself.
AOUME was developed in the 1980’s as a core political platform of the New Christian
Right with the explicit intent of fostering a return to more traditional sexual values and
family roles (Luker 2006). Sex education was initially opposed completely by members
of the New Christian Right, who saw the rise in the availability of contraception and
abortion in the 1960’s and 1970’s as detrimental to marriage and traditional gender roles
and saw sex education as a means of further divorcing control of sexuality from the
traditional family (Bartkowski and Regis 2003; Luker 2006). Abstinence-centered
education was developed in response to public demand for sex education, but was
tailored to encourage a return to traditional Christian models of gender, marriage, sex,
and family life (Luker 2006).
Today’s AOUME has departed somewhat - in practice, if not in principle - from
its origins in traditional Christian family values. Contemporary AOUME curricula are
heavily influenced by neotraditionalism, as opposed to the traditional Christian values
espoused in earlier programs (Kendall 2013; Solinger 2001). These neotraditionalist
programs frame women as having a critical, powerful role in the functioning of marriage
and families through their ostensibly inherent tendencies to act as caretakers and moral
agents (Ingersoll 2003; Kendall 2013). Commonly, these curricula frame girls’ refusal
skills and insistence on abstinence as the only way to protect boys from their own
otherwise unchecked sexuality (García 2009a; Kendall 2013). While this approach
departs from historical framings of women as disempowered, passive, or submissive, it
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perpetuates traditional concepts of women’s roles in families and of women’s passive
sexuality. This move toward neotraditionalism through gender empowerment framing is
consistent with broader trends throughout the New Christian Right which promotes
traditional gender ideology as liberating and empowering (Ingersoll 2003; Kandiyoti
1988). The New Christian Right engages with trends towards gender equity while
promoting gender essentialist differences between men and women as the key to
navigating relationships (Heath 2003). The Promise Keepers movement, as an example,
was a Christian movement in the 1990s that “sought to transform and alter the norms of
masculinity by challenging men to reestablish their leadership role in the family”
(Bartkowski 2004; Heath 2003:423). Members of the Promise Keepers movement
describe an essential gender binary in which femininity and masculinity are sacred, but
not unequal (Bartkowski 2004; Heath 2003). One member reported: “Men were designed
to be leaders. This doesn’t mean women were designed to be slaves. It just means that
when you take that away from a man you change the way he feels” (Heath 2003:437)
Heath’s study of identity formation in the Promise Keepers movement (and by extension,
the New Christian Right of which it is a part) concludes that: “By helping ‘men to be
men,’ the wives promote a hegemonic masculinity that allows men to be involved
husbands and fathers while maintaining their privilege as men” (Heath 2003:436). These
notions that women have an obligation to protect men’s masculinity, that heterosexual
relationships are presumed, and that gender equality requires reifying an essential gender
binary are key to the New Christian Right understanding of gender and are reflected in
contemporary AOUME curricula.
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CSE: A Science-Based Approach
Where sex education under AOUME is designed to teach moral behaviors, sex
education through CSE is designed to teach scientific facts. CSE is not simply a converse
approach to AOUME. Instead, the two are categorically different. Fields describes the
rational, scientific ideology behind CSE approaches, noting: “Rather than promoting
sexual activity, teachers [offer] clinical information to help students manage natural
hormonal impulses” (Fields 2008:105). While CSE approaches may present abstinence
as an option for young people (and may sometimes present abstinence as the best option
for young people), these programs understand sex and sexuality primarily as natural
human processes rather than spiritual or moral events (Alford 2001; Bechhofer et al.
2012; Fields 2008; Kendall 2013). The ideology at the center of CSE is a belief that
scientific empiricism and rationality are the best frameworks for guiding decisions about
sexual behavior.
Unlike AOUME, CSE is generally not incorporated into federal policy. With few
policy benchmarks to structure it, CSE has become a heterogeneous collection of tactics.
Drawing on existing literature, I argue that CSE approaches exist along a continuum,
from least to most scientifically-grounded. On the one end are ‘abstinence-plus’programs,
such as those used in Mississippi. These programs are the least grounded in scientific
empiricism, include most or all of the content of AOUME programs, and offer some
additional information on contraceptives and STIs, though this information is presented
only as a failsafe if students do not abstain from sexual activity (Alford 2001; Kendall
2013). On the other end of the continuum are evidence-based comprehensive sex
education programs. These programs are framed in terms of sexual anatomy and
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physiology, human development, or other relevant bodies of literature. Evidence-based
comprehensive sex education programs have been empirically tested at implementation
and in their outcomes using quantitative methodologies (including controlled trials or
quasi-experimental approaches), have demonstrated statistically significant results in
behavior measures, and have been published in refereed journals (Solomon-Fears 2015;
The National Campaign to Prevent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy 2012). Any number
of CSE approaches may exist between these two extremes.
Though they are not federally regulated, the availability of federal funding shapes
the landscape of CSE programs. Both the Teen Pregnancy Prevention Program and the
Personal Responsibility Education Program include funding stipulations that require
programs to implement evidence-based approaches (Solomon-Fears 2015). Major
advocacy organizations that support CSE also guide programs toward evidence-based
approaches through educational resources made available to schools (Advocates for
Youth 2015), community and policy activism (SIECUS 2013), and the creation and
endorsement of the National Sexuality Education Standards (Bechhofer et al. 2012). In
their report titled “Science and Success,” national sex education advocacy organization
Advocates for Youth presents outlines of the curricula of evidence-based sex education
programs (Advocates for Youth 2012). While the title “Science and Success” refers to the
methods by which the programs are evaluated, it could as easily refer to the content of the
programs themselves. Each CSE program listed includes medicalized aspects, with some
including medical referrals for sexually active students (Advocates for Youth 2012). The
few abstinence-centric programs that have been classified as evidence-based (and would
be best categorized as ‘abstinence-plus’) carry disclaimers from the authors such as:
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The results of this trial should not be taken to mean that all abstinence-only
interventions are efficacious. This trial tested a theory-based abstinence-only
intervention that would not meet federal criteria for abstinence programs. It was
not vulnerable to many criticisms that have been leveled against interventions that
meet federal criteria. It was not moralistic and did not criticize the use of condoms
(Advocates for Youth 2012:10).
The scientific ideology that underlies CSE programs operates at multiple levels, both in
the content of these programs and in the evaluation of the programs themselves. AOUME
proponents reject this ideology at all levels (Fields 2008; Kendall 2013). At the
organizational level this leads to a polarizing effect in which scientifically rigorous CSE
programs and scientifically-devoid AOUME programs have footholds for organizational
support, but abstinence-plus and other CSE programs remain in a gray area.
Though CSE and AOUME models operate based on different ideologies, they
work to uphold similar structural inequalities. The existing literature on the models
indicates that both educational strategies fail to account for youth sexuality in the context
of the intersecting privilege and oppression gradients in which young people actually
live. In the following section, I address the role of the hidden curriculum that occurs in
school-based sex education. I include specific discussions of the literature on schoolbased sex education and sexism, heteronormativity, and racism.
The Hidden Curriculum in Sex Education
What students actually learn in schools extends beyond the lessons in formal
curricula. The hidden curricula include lessons about socialization, interpersonal
relationships, social institutions, and other dimensions of social life that are conveyed in
how schools are organized, how content is delivered, and other latent aspects of
education (Bowles and Gintis 2014; Oakes 1982, 1985). In their fundamental work within
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the Sociology of Education, Bowles and Gintis research on the hidden curriculum in
schools describes how the structure of schooling – not just the formal lessons – works to
perpetuate class inequalities by socializing students into roles as workers and capitalists,
equipping each with a different cultural capital necessary to carry out roles in the labor
market as adults (Bowles and Gintis 2014). A related concept, the evaded curricula,
presents similar lessons about social life through what information is actively avoided in
schools (American Association of University Women 1992; Fields 2008). These
messages in the hidden and evaded curricula reflect existing social hierarchies: students
in positions of social privilege are exposed to educational structures and patterns that
reinforce their privileges, while students in minority and marginalized positions are
exposed to less access, fewer benefits, and worsened overall outcomes that contribute to
their marginalization or invisibility within the system (Anyon 2006; Bowles and Gintis
2014; Oakes 1982, 1985). As an example, in her field observations within schools,
Anyon documents how students in working class school settings were rewarded for
carrying out tasks without asking questions, while students in more affluent schools were
rewarded for thinking critically and challenging authority figures (Anyon 2006). In this
way, students are equipped by their schools with different skills - skills that are most
valuable within the class strata in which the students are already located (Anyon 2006).
Though lessons in the hidden curriculum are shaped by ideologies that maintain
privilege for powerful groups, these lessons are presented as value neutral (Dimitriadis,
Weis, and McCarthy 2006). The presumed neutrality of schools as institutions allows
them to lend legitimacy to these messages and gives them a powerful role in the
reproduction of existing inequalities (Bourdieu, Passeron, and Nice 1990; Dimitriadis et
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al. 2006; Swartz 2012). Swartz discusses the role of schools in reproducing social
inequality, noting: “By consecrating the cultural heritage it transmits, the education
system deflects attention from and contributes to the misrecognition of its social
reproduction function” (2012:191). Schools, then, transmit ideas about social inequality
and students’ own roles in an unequal social system while simultaneously presenting this
system as legitimate. For example, in her ethnography of racialization in schools, Lewis
shows that students of color in one school were concentrated into classrooms with stricter
(and unorthodox) disciplinary practices (Lewis 2003). In making sense of this
distribution, white students assumed that the students in the stricter classrooms were there
because they were somehow bad. They did not question how these decisions were made
or if they applied similarly to white children and children of color (Lewis 2003). This
distinction reinforces a racial hierarchy in which white children uncritically understand
the behavior of children of color to be somehow deficient, an understanding legitimized
by their schools.
These messages about social inequality, and lessons about where one fits within
various social hierarchies, manifest themselves in sex education (Bay-Cheng 2003;
García 2009a). When schools adopt AOUME or CSE approaches, they present their
corresponding ideologies as the legitimate understanding of sex and sexuality. These
understandings often have different implications for children based on their gender,
sexual identity, and race. In the following sections, I discuss the relationship between sex
education and social inequality by highlighting aspects of the hidden and evaded
curricula in AOUME, CSE, and across school-based sex education overall.
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Sexism, Heteronormativity, and Sex Education
AOUME approaches rely on essentialist views of gender and fully reject the idea
of gender as socially constructed (Fields 2008; Kendall 2013; Luker 2006). These gender
essentialist framings are congruent with AOUME’s moral ideological position which
understands gender as essentialist and gender non-conformity as morally problematic.
This framing has significant implications for how gender is understood within AOUME
curricula. Boys’ sexuality is framed as difficult to control and is presented in terms of its
capacity for both reproduction and for sexual pleasure (Fields 2008; Hilton 2007; Kendall
2013). Girls’ sexuality is generally presented as passive, submissive, and without
discussion of sexual pleasure - though recent literature suggests that this framing is being
slowly expanded to include the idea that young women might actively pursue sex (Fields
2008; Kendall 2013; Lamb, Graling, and Lustig 2011).
These materials are presented as aspects of the overt curriculum in AOUME
programs, but have implications in the hidden curriculum. Framing girls as moral
gatekeepers and boys as uncontrollably sexual assigns responsibility to young women to
police the sexuality of young men and serves to justify sexual violence, to eliminate
women’s sexual agency, and to assign to girls the blame for the problems AOUME
associates with teen sexuality (Connell and Elliott 2009; Fields 2008; García 2009a;
Kendall 2013). This gender essentialism and the muting of girls’ sexuality also reflects
the trope of the virgin/whore dichotomy discussed throughout feminist literature by
teaching children that girls’ sexual desire is either present and problematic or absent or
reluctant (Fine 1988; Fine and McClelland 2006; García 2009a; Tolman 1994). Tolman
concludes that girls, as a result, learn to “voice the internalized oppression of their
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women's bodies; they [know] and [speak] about, in explicit or more indirect ways, the
pressure they felt to silence their desire, to dissociate from those bodies in which they
inescapably live” (1994:338).
At the same time, this gender essentialist framing of sexuality constructs for boys
an image of men’s sexuality as unrestrainable, and of responsible masculinity as the
expression of sexuality only within constrained, traditionally gendered, heterosexual
relationships (Elliott 2014). In making sense of these competing ideas, boys “have to
contend with teachers seeing them as ‘a problem’ and react accordingly” (Hilton
2007:162). Finally, this gender essentialist framing exemplifies the evaded curriculum at
work in sex education as it discounts the experiences of gender non-conforming and
trans-identified youth, portraying them as invisible at best or immoral at worst (Fields
2008).
CSE programs, in theory, avoid explicitly gendered ideas about sexuality. Where
these programs do discuss differences between men and women, most limit the
discussion of difference to what is commonly referred to throughout the literature as ‘the
plumbing’ (Fields 2008; Luker 2006), meaning the reproductive and elimination organs
and body parts. The focus on the biological differences between males and females aligns
with CSE’s science-centric foundation, but has implications for upholding structural
gender inequality. This framing relies on the conflation of sex and gender and on the
concepts of sex and gender as binaries, contributing to their reification. It erases people
and bodies who do not meet these standards. Plumbing discussions, even when presented
as value-neutral anatomy lessons, often are shaped by the same suppression of female
sexual pleasure that appears in AOUME programs. As an example of the evaded
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curriculum in CSE, the clitoris – and discussions about its function and female sexual
pleasure - is often absent from these discussions of anatomy (Fields 2008). Further, in
failing to discuss the relationship between social privilege, gender, and sexuality, CSE
does not allow for discussion of how power and gender manifest and are negotiated in
sexual relationships. For example, while CSE focuses heavily on the importance of
condom use, it does not address the ways in which gender and power operate differently
for boys and girls in negotiating condom use (Abel and Fitzgerald 2006; Kendall 2013).
Though CSE and AOUME employ different ideologies, both work to sustain and
normalize gender and sex binaries and to privilege the discussion of men’s sexual
pleasure over women’s, thereby normalizing and upholding gender inequalities.
Both AOUME and CSE exhibit rampant heteronormativity. AOUME explicitly
defines same sex attraction and relationships as morally problematic and either fails to
discuss these relationships or discusses them only as being at high risk for HIV/AIDS
transmission (García 2009a; Kendall 2013). While CSE programs generally include some
discussion of LGBTQ people and sexuality, these discussions are often othering,
presenting LGBTQ people as separate from the rest of the ‘normal’ or unmarked sex
education curricula (Kendall 2013). The risk behaviors that CSE actively works to
address also evidence the kinds of sexuality that CSE normalizes. CSE includes a great
deal of discussion about contraceptives and teen pregnancy, which presume procreative
sex in heterosexual relationships. The strong focus on condom use, for both contraception
and infection control, is literally phallocentric and erases sexual experiences that do not
involve male bodies. Among LGBTQ youth, many report that their experience in sex
education totally overlooks their sexual and romantic experiences or is irrelevant to their
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lives (Hillier et al. 2010; Hillier and Mitchell 2008; Kosciw et al. 2012; Pingel et al.
2013). Because of the heteronormative conceptualization of family offered by both
AOUME and CSE, heterosexual identified children of lesbian parents also report failing
to find sex education as relevant to their experiences as are other sources of sex
information (Gabb 2004). Existing literature indicates that when LGBTQ issues are
discussed in sex education, students often perform demonstrative heterosexuality by
using homophobic language in ways that go unaddressed by instructors (Connell and
Elliott 2009; Kendall 2013). Though they use different narratives to discuss sexual and
gender identity minorities, both the CSE and AOUME ideologies permit heteronormative
framings of sexuality, which support and legitimize heterosexism.
Racism and Sex Education
While sexism and heteronormativity in school-based sex education operate
primarily at the classroom level, racism in sex education operates both within classrooms
and between schools. The existing literature on AOUME and CSE does not indicate that
either approach generally includes material specifically intended to address race and
sexuality. In practice, however, the hidden curriculum in school based sex education acts
to uphold existing racial hierarchy.
Schools are sites of racialization where children learn the meanings associated
with racial identities and learn to perform and assign meaning to racial categories (Lewis
2003). As children learn racial meanings in school, the schools act as “race-making
institutions” – institutions which effectively perpetuate and legitimize these meanings
(Lewis 2003:188). Schools, as components of racialized social systems, distribute
privilege along a racial hierarchy where white middle class cultural capital is more valued
33

and white students are granted a higher degree of privilege than are students of color
(Bonilla-Silva 1997; Lewis 2003). Students of color within schools are often perceived
by actors within the institution to be ‘at-risk’ for an array of negative social outcomes and
are subjected to hypervigilance as a result (Alexander 2013; Lewis 2003; Meiners 2010;
Roberts 2009). This expectation of risk is informed by cultural racism. García provides
the example of young Latina women in SBSE programs who are understood by
instructors to be “perpetually at risk for pregnancy because of a ‘Latino culture’” (García
2009a:536)
Sexuality instruction carried out within race-making institutions also becomes
racialized. The fertility (or potential fertility) of young women of color is treated as a risk
that must be managed through education (García 2009a; Solinger 2001). García, for
instance, documents how the sexual behavior and relationships of Latina girls are met
with expectations of hypersexuality and hyperfertility by schools (García 2009a).
Because of the racialization of SBSE, their questions in sex education classes,
experiences at home and in relationships, and sexual identities and orientations carry
different meanings than do those of white girls (García 2009a). These meanings lead to a
stricter policing of these girls by instructors and a framing within SBSE in which
“heteronormative, racist, and sexist stereotypes and discourses about Latina youth
interact within sex education to construct girls as ‘at risk’” (García 2009a:536) In her
ethnography, Risky Lessons: Sex Education and Social Inequality, Jessica Fields details
how AOUME and CSE programs and supporters discussed pregnancy among young
women of color. AOUME programs took an othering approach, portraying pregnant girls
as problematic and dangerous examples to other children (Fields 2008). CSE programs
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described these girls as badly informed or without access to information or contraceptives
(Fields 2008). While the CSE approach is perhaps less demonizing, both approaches
present racialized understandings of teen pregnancy which specifically criticize the
sexual and reproductive behavior of young women of color (Fields 2008).
Young men of color are portrayed within sex education classrooms as
hypersexualized (Connell and Elliott 2009; Elliott 2014). Elliot concludes that: “Given
the discursive linkages of hyper-sexuality with racialized and sexualized Others in the
USA…the notion that real men sexually restrain themselves implicitly privileges white
heterosexuality” (2014:216). By approaching the sexuality of children of color as
inherently dangerous or problematic, sex education upholds and legitimates a racial
hierarchy in which white children’s sexual expression is considered more valuable or
appropriate than that of children of color.
By not formally addressing race in the curricula, yet still drawing upon racialized
understanding of groups of young people in practice, both AOUME and CSE exhibit
patterns of colorblind racism (Bonilla-Silva 2010). Choosing not to acknowledge or
address racial disparities in issues related to sex education such as unintended pregnancy,
access to health care, and resources for family formation works to mask the structural
issues that cause these disparities and, instead, portrays negative outcomes among
students of color as either individual failings or the result of a deficient racial culture
(Bonilla-Silva 2010; Roberts 2009). Ignoring structural racism in favor of the promotion
of “individual responsibility” leads to the adultification of children of color in sex
education classrooms, which casts these children as sexually problematic and in need of
more or different education (be it moral or scientific) in order to prevent or rectify
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presumed problems (Elliott 2014:212; Fields 2008; García 2009a). Schools create and
uphold structural racism through sex education by portraying racial disparities as
individual or cultural shortcomings.
Finally, school segregation and public divestment functions to provide majorityminority schools with access to fewer resources than majority white schools (Condron
and Roscigno 2003; Kozol 2012; Orfield and Frankenberg 2014). This disparity in
funding and resources extends to all aspects of education, including school-based sex
education. The existing inequalities in school funding work to perpetuate institutional
racism by making white children more likely to access a well-funded sex education
program than are children of color because white children are more likely to access wellfunded schools overall (Condron and Roscigno 2003; Orfield and Frankenberg 2014).
Conceptualizing Youth Sexuality
An additional component in understanding the relationship between sex
education, classroom experiences, and social inequality is understanding how youth
sexuality is conceptualized in SBSE programs. In a study comparing the CSE and
AOUME, Fields argues that:
Though abstinence-only and comprehensive sexuality education advocates may
offer different responses to the problems routinely associated with teen sexual
activity, much of what they offer shares assumptions about youth, sexuality, and
learning: that teen sexuality is a site of danger and risk; that such danger and risk
is a source of profound worry among adults; and that sexuality education is a
necessary, rational, and corrective response to that danger, risk, and worry
(2012:11)
The vast majority of the body of literature on sex education focuses on the debates
between AOUME and CSE programs – debates which are framed and reframed in terms
of public health outcomes, religious rights, morality, science, and the role of schools.
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What is absent in this debate is a discussion of youth and sexual agency. The shared
assumptions that Fields highlights couch youth sexuality in terms of its consequences and
meaning from the perspective of adults. In accordance with the broader literature on
youth and sexuality, young people’s sexual subjectivities are portrayed as absent or, when
present, dangerous and inappropriate (Berkowitz 2015; Best and Bogle 2014). As adults
piece together school-based sexuality education programs, they build on their own
meanings (however racialized, gendered, and classed) of youth sexuality and then impose
these meanings onto children in classrooms (Bay-Cheng 2003; Garcia 2012; García
2009a). These meanings are often instrumental, seeking to promote specific values and
behaviors in children and discouraging children from making their own value judgments
when it comes to sex or understanding themselves as sexual subjects (Allen 2004; BayCheng 2003; Garcia 2012; Luker 2006). The youth risk sexual behaviors outlined in the
first section of this chapter provide an example of these instrumental meanings. These
measures represent a social construction of what is risky sexual behavior for youth – a
construction which privileges adults’ understanding of youth sexuality and includes only
very specific ideas about what behaviors are risky to youth. Taken together, these
instrumental meanings constitute a dominant ideology of youth and sexuality, one that
privileges adult understandings about youth and sex. In the next section, I discuss the
literature on the agency of children and how this agency is (and is not) reflected in the
adult-centric ideologies that inform school-based sex education.
Children as Agents
In her book Hidden in Plain Sight, author Barbara Woodhouse understands
children as a marginalized group and lays out a framework for understanding their rights.
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She specifies that adults are obligated to balance enacting power over children in order to
provide for children’s needs against relinquishing power to children as their capacity to
act on their own behalf evolves (Woodhouse 2010). On children’s agency, she notes:
Looking at children’s agency through the lens of needs-based and capacity-based
rights, children should be able to exercise their capacities to speak and act within
a framework that acknowledges their stage on the road to adulthood. They need
practice in learning to exercise independent judgment and voice informed
opinions (2010:38).
In applying her framework to school-based sex education, a balance emerges between
providing young people with the information necessary to enact (or choose not to enact)
their emerging capacity as sexual subjects and adults’ interest in protecting children from
material deemed inappropriate. Woodhouse notes that this balance often errs on the side
of adults’ interests: “Favorite topics for adult censorship include truthful information
about safe sex and contraception – information thought to incite young people to sexual
action” (2010:127).
As with Woodhouse’s argument about censorship, the structure of SBSE is
largely adult-centric – based on what adults think children need to know in sex education.
Existing literature indicates that what students want out of sex education is often not
congruent with what programs offer (Allen 2005, 2008; Hillier and Mitchell 2008). Sex
education programs are understood by youth as most useful when they provide thorough
information that is tailored to students’ lived experiences (Bleakley et al. 2006; Weaver,
Smith, and Kippax 2005). For LGBTQ youth, for example, SBSE programs that provide
information about sexuality only in heteronormative contexts are largely ineffective
(Hillier and Mitchell 2008). Youth report feeling overexposed to information on the
dangers of sex such as STIs and unintended pregnancy as framed by both AOUME and
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CSE programs (Allen 2008). For example, when Latina youth in García’s study asked
questions about contraception or sexual behavior, they were often reproached for seeking
information beyond the curricula or being “too interested” (García 2009a:528) One
student reported an interaction with a sex education instructor in which she was
reprimanded for asking questions:
Every time I asked a question she didn’t like or whatever, she would say, “That is
not something someone your age should even be thinking about.” I think I was
annoying her because she just said, “Maybe a lot of girls you know are having
sex, but you need to be better than that. When you ask things like that, it makes
people think you are like those girls” (García 2009a:530)
Allen also presents findings in which young people’s questions in SBSE are considered
problematic (Allen 2008). One student noted that the information presented in class (here,
during a discussion of sexual pleasure) was actively shaped by adult perceptions of youth
sexuality: “You do get a couple of teachers who say well, you know sex is supposed to be
fun but it’s not always and you shouldn’t be having it anyway” (Allen 2008:578). The
information LGBTQ youth receive about sex and sexuality in SBSE is also primarily
shaped by adult conceptions of sex rather than the actual information needs of the
students. One student in Hillier and Mitchell’s study of LGBTQ youth reported: “But at
high school they don’t exactly tell you how same-sex relations work, they would maybe
think they were encouraging you and no one wants that” (Hillier and Mitchell 2008:220)
These areas of overexposure to the risks involved in sexuality, neglect for students’
information needs, and muting of student curiosity reflect the goals of adults in setting
the sex education agenda. Where the SBSE curricula ignores what students want to learn
about and does not allow students to ask questions, it treats youth as passive rather than
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agentic actors. It fails to account for children’s capacity-based needs and privileges the
perspectives and goals of adults in defining and carrying out sex education.
This instrumental approach to school-based sex education also de-eroticizes
depictions of sex. Material on sexual intimacy and eroticism is missing from sex
education programs – an issue echoed throughout the literature on student assessment of
sex education programs (Allen 2004, 2006; Fine and McClelland 2006; Forrest, Strange,
and Oakley 2004; Hilton 2007; Tolman 1994). While boys’ sexuality is discussed, to
some extent, as pleasurable in most sex education curricula, girls’ sexuality is framed
primarily in terms of reproduction with very little discussion of desire, eroticism, and
even orgasm (Fields 2008; Fine 1988; Fine and McClelland 2006; Tolman 1994). This
de-eroticization of sex may present as unappealing or disingenuous to youth, who
evaluate school-based sex education against widely available information about sex that
they receive through eroticized mainstream media and pornography (Allen 2006).
Though the concerns of youth are not often addressed in the structure of schoolbased sex education, both AOUME and CSE programs recognize the sexual agency of
youth to the extent that the final decisions about whether, how, and when to be sexual rest
with young people. Each program approaches this fact differently. CSE programs rely on
a rational-choice model which presents information, including the scientifically ‘correct’
choices to make about sexuality, and then relies on youth to act accordingly (Fields 2008;
Kendall 2013). AOUME approaches prescribe abstinence as the “expected standard of
behavior” and then downplay or stigmatize the capacity of youth to reject this standard
(Fields 2008; Kendall 2013; Trenholm et al. 2007:xiv).

40

An example of the relationship between AOUME and youth sexual agency is the
use of virginity pledges, which are public agreements that youth enter into in which they
pledge to abstain from sexual activity until marriage. Asking youth to willingly enter into
a contract of virginity asserts that they have the capacity to make their own sexual
decisions, including to choose whether or not to enter into such a contract. The literature
is mixed on the effect of these pledges. Overall, they delay first intercourse somewhat,
but generally not until marriage (Bearman and Brückner 2001; Rosenbaum 2006).
Students who take virginity pledges and then engage in sexual activity are less likely to
use condoms or other contraceptives (Brückner and Bearman 2005). Students who take
virginity pledges as members of small groups actively interested in abstinence are more
likely to continue to abstain from sexual activity than are youth who take pledges as part
of larger, school-wide pledge initiatives (Bearman and Brückner 2001; Martino et al.
2008). This finding illustrates the power dynamic between youth and adults in
determining youth sexual behavior. While young people retain their agency to engage in
sexual activity or expression, they may not be in positions of power necessary to avoid
public commitments to school-enforced value systems regarding sex.
A critical component to understanding youth sexuality and school-based sex
education lies in this dual role of young people as both agentic sexual actors as
individuals, but acting under limited agency as students in schools. A complex
relationship then emerges between the schools’ capacity to legitimize and enforce
ideologies about sex and students’ capacity to exercise agency as sexual actors, either in
line with or in opposition to these ideologies. Sociological literature on school-based sex
education increasingly argues for a revised model of sex education, beyond either
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AOUME or CSE, that understands youth as social actors and is better able to take into
account both systemic structural inequality and the power relationship between students
and schools (Elliott 2014; Fields 2008; Fine and McClelland 2006; García 2009a).
Summary: Translating Ideology into the Classroom
This review of the literature on school-based sex education finds that there are
two major platforms of sex education: Abstinence Only Until Marriage and
Comprehensive Sex Education. These platforms operate on different core ideologies: one
that conceptualizes sex as a moral concern and another that conceptualizes sex as a
medical concern. The hidden curriculum in school-based sex education across both
ideologies, however, effectively maintains existing systems of social privilege and
oppression through sexism, heteronormativity, and racism. How adults understand youth
sexuality is central to the discussion of school-based sex education. In both AOUME and
CSE, adult understandings of what is considered risky behavior for youth, how this
behavior should be addressed, and what values and ideologies young people should adopt
about sex shape the information that children receive. This information, because it is
granted legitimacy by the school as an institution, directly shapes children’s ideas about
sex and about how sex relates to race, gender, and sexual identity.
In this study, I examine these adult understandings from the perspective of
individuals with a high degree of direct control over how SBSE takes place: sex
education teachers. Though teachers use curricula to guide their work, they maintain
autonomy and enact agency of their own in how they carry out classroom instruction.
This site of classroom instruction creates space for teachers’ meaning making to shape
educational practices beyond the formal curriculum. I examine how teachers make sense
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of youth and sexuality and how their own understandings about youth and sexuality relate
to their classroom practices in sex education.
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METHODS
In the sections that follow, I detail how I have structured the present study in
order to address these research questions. I begin by explaining the relevance of the
research site and sample to the research questions, then discuss my process for data
production and analysis. I conclude with a discussion of my own positionality and its
relevance to the project.
Setting: Mississippi as Research Site
Mississippi is in an excellent position to serve as the site of a study on teacher
perspectives in school-based sexuality education (SBSE) because the state has recently
made SBSE mandatory for the first time in all districts and because it exhibits a diversity
of approaches to SBSE (See Figure 1). Mississippi also has a great deal at stake in the
success or failure of its SBSE programs. The state consistently has among the highest
rates in the nation of adolescent pregnancy and STI transmission (Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention 2015; Guttmacher Institute 2013). The authors of HB 999
intended their new SBSE program to address these disparities (Clarke et al. 2011).
I selected Mississippi as the research site for this study because of this recent
implementation of SBSE. The 2012 mandate to teach SBSE has positioned Mississippi
schools to design and implement sex education programs where none have previously
existed. Though policymakers and officials at the district level selected and mandated the
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curricula, the actual day-to-day task of carrying out this new class was deferred to
instructors. Instructors had to make program execution decisions based on their own
personal and professional judgment without any sense of ‘how it’s always been done.’ In
Mississippi, the institutional base of ontological security in teaching SBSE is not yet
situated; teachers are not able to uncritically comply with institutional norms in teaching
this program, because these norms have not yet been established.
This is ideal for this study because instructors, tasked with interpreting new
curricula and policies and translating them to their classrooms, were likely to have
considered their own perspectives on sex education and to have used their own
understandings of sexuality, youth, and sex education to shape instruction. Because
mandatory sex education in Mississippi is only four years old, the instructors who are
currently teaching sex education in Mississippi schools were more likely to be among the
first and only sex education instructors that schools have ever had. Beyond their own
classrooms, many instructors were also likely to be familiar with how district and schoollevel decisions about sex education curricula, materials, and instruction were made and,
at times, had even been involved in this process themselves.
I also selected Mississippi because I wanted a research site that featured a
diversity of approaches to SBSE. Mississippi’s sex education mandate allows districts to
select both their own paradigmatic approach to SBSE (either AOUME or a version of
CSE called ‘abstinence-plus’) and their own sex education curricula from among the
approved packages. This local-level of control has led to a mix of approaches across the
state, with 52% of districts adopting AOUME and 48% of districts opting for abstinenceplus programs (Mississippi Department of Education and Associated Press 2012). This
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diversity of approaches is ideal for this study because overarching state policy does not
mute local-level differences in ideologies about sex education, understandings of the
needs of local students, and the preferences of educators and policy makers. It situates
sex education instructors in varied contexts in which to make sense of sex education and
youth sexuality.
Sample: Sex Education Instructors in Mississippi
For this study, I included in my sample instructors who are currently teaching
school-based sexuality education in Mississippi schools. More than any other group
within education, instructors have the best understanding of how instruction is presented
in classrooms and the most potential to influence instruction by their own meaningmaking because of their direct, on-the-ground role in leading classrooms and presenting
material. Though policy and formal curricula guide instruction, the enactment of these
guides in the day-to-day classroom experience is the purview of teachers.
I initially planned to use a snowball sampling method to recruit participants (as
described in Marshall and Rossman 2015) and began by reaching out to school personnel
with whom I had prior or existing working relationships. (I describe these relationships in
more detail in the positionality section at the end of this chapter.) I originally planned to
ask these initial informants and all subsequent participants to recommend instructors who
may be interested in participating in the project. In my early interviews, I learned that sex
education instructors lack a formal network. Sex education was not the primary job role
of any of my participants and none of my participants reported connections to other
instructors based on their shared roles in sex education. This lack of a network made
snowball sampling impossible. Based on this information, I altered my sampling strategy
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and abandoned snowball sampling in favor of a cold-call approach using modified
stratified sampling.
My end goal in this study was to analyze a wide array of instructor perspectives
and experiences regarding SBSE by selecting what Denzin and Lincoln refer to as
“maximum variation cases” (2011:307). Flick states that the “aim of covering as wide a
field as possible … seeks to represent the field in its diversity by using as many different
cases as possible in order to be able to present evidence on the distribution of ways of
seeing or experiencing certain things” (2014:177). This maximum variation approach
informed my final sampling approach. Because of Mississippi’s extensive racial and
class-based segregation, I expected place differences across the state to be relevant to the
study and was intentional about shaping the sampling strategy in order to recruit
participants across a diverse array of schools.
I used a public records request to obtain unpublished data from the Mississippi
Department of Education about which grade levels received SBSE in each school district.
In order to restructure my sampling strategy, I divided the state into public health districts
and randomly selected school districts from within each public health district. By
including public health district as a consideration in my sampling strategy, I was able to
select geographically diverse participants. Public health districts are the best pre-defined
regions by which to divide the state because they are granular enough to provide a high
level of geographic coverage, large enough to prevent identifying participants, and
because they contain counties in their entirety (and so do not split school districts).
Within selected school districts, I used data from the National Center for Education
Statistics’ Public School Search Tool (National Center for Education Statistics 2016) to
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compile a list of schools that included the grade levels at which SBSE was offered. I
randomly selected schools from this list.
I used school websites for selected schools (where available) and public
information provided by the Mississippi Department of Education to obtain contact
information for nurses, Health teachers, PE teachers, or Family and Consumer Science
teachers in selected schools. I chose these faculty members as likely points of contact
because House Bill 999 requires that SBSE be offered by school nurses, where possible.
In districts without school nurses, I expected these health-adjacent faculty to be most
likely to be responsible for SBSE. I contacted selected faculty by phone or email in order
to recruit their participation or to obtain contact information for the correct faculty
member tasked with SBSE.
Over the course of the study, I contacted thirty-five instructors, of whom one was
an existing contact and thirty-four of whom were cold calls. Twenty instructors agreed to
participate in the study, one refused, and fourteen did not return my recruitment calls or
emails. At least one participant from each of Mississippi’s nine public health districts is
included in the final sample, indicating a high degree of geographic coverage. Table 1
provides descriptive information for the final sample. Figure 1 illustrates the geographic
coverage of the sample by public health district.
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Table 1

Descriptive Characteristics of the Sample

School Characteristics
SBSE Paradigm
Abstinence-Plus
Abstinence-Only
Racial Makeup of School
Predominantly Black (>75% Black)
Majority Black (51 – 75% Black)
Majority White (51-75% White)
Predominately White (>75% White)
Poverty Level of School*
Low (>50% Free/Reduced Lunch)
Medium (50-75% Free/Reduced Lunch)
High (>75% Free/Reduced Lunch)
Place Type
City
Town
Rural
Participant Characteristics

Number of Interviews
10
10
8
2
6
4
7
5
8
6
6
8
Number of Interviews

Race
Black
White

10
10

Gender
Women
14
Men
6
* Categorizing poverty levels in participants’ schools is challenging due to the high
poverty rate across the state. In the average public school in Mississippi, 76% of students
qualify for free or reduced lunch (National Center for Education Statistics 2016). Though
a school in which 49% of students receive free or reduced lunch would not be considered
a ‘low poverty’ school by national standards, such a school in Mississippi has a
noticeably lower poverty rate than average.
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Figure 1

Mississippi SBSE Type by School District and Sample Distribution by
Public Health District
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Data Production and Analysis
Methodological Approach
My approach to this study is informed by feminist methodologies in social
research. I am implementing a frame of ‘data production’ rather than of ‘data collection’
in order to emphasize that the “information gathered by the researcher is produced in a
social process of giving meaning to the social world,” (Ramazanoglu and Holland
2002:154). Put differently, I ground my methodological approach in the understanding
that data about teachers’ meaning-making around SBSE do not objectively exist and wait
to be collected, but instead are created through teachers’ interactions in the research
process. This approach recognizes that participants in this project are the experts on their
own experiences and interpretations, and that by participating in the project, they are
helping me to understand what these experiences and interpretations are (Ramazanoglu
and Holland 2002). It also highlights the role of my own positionality in the data
production process.
Semi-structured interviews
The data for this project were produced through semi-structured interviews. I
constructed a preliminary interview guide based on relevant themes identified in the
literature (See Appendix A) and modified and extended this guide over the course of the
project as I noticed emerging patterns. I asked participants to select locations for their
interviews in which they were comfortable and could expect a reasonable degree of
privacy. Each participant chose to be interviewed in her or his classroom. Interviews
were audio recorded with the consent of the participant. I then transcribed the interviews
for data analysis and integration into qualitative data analysis software.
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Semi-structured interviews are the best way to produce the data for this study
because they allow for rapport building with participants, flexibility in how questions are
presented, and the potential to explore meanings and experiences not anticipated by
existing literature (Bailey 2007; Flick 2014; Marshall and Rossman 2015; Weiss 1995).
Marshall and Rossman note that using an interviewing method “allows the researcher to
understand the meanings that everyday activities hold for people” (2015:150)
Understanding the meanings that instructors assign to their classroom experiences, SBSE
curricula, the role of sex education, and youth sexuality is critical to the project and
would not be possible through quantitative data collection (Flick 2014; Weiss 1995). In
my initial conceptualization of the study, I planned for single-participant interviews. I
expected that the one-on-one nature of interviews would allow for more privacy, so that
participants would not feel pressured to shape their perspectives on SBSE and youth
sexuality to the expectations of other educators. Over the course of data production,
however, some participants indicated that they were more comfortable in joint interviews,
given the sensitive nature of SBSE in their schools. In the final sample, six participants
chose to participate in joint interviews alongside a second SBSE teacher from their
school. Fourteen participants chose to participate alone. While the level of privacy in the
one-on-one interviews was beneficial for discussing sensitive SBSE topics, the interplay
between co-workers in joint interviews produced interesting data about internal
agreement and conflict in SBSE approaches. The six participants in these paired
interviews often disagreed on how to discuss certain topics in class or were surprised by
the experiences or approaches of their colleague. I left each of these paired interviews
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with the sense that teachers do not often have an occasion to discuss their thoughts on sex
education with one another.
Data Analysis
Throughout the data collection process, I used in-process memos to document
how sampling decisions were made, to track how interviews shaped the research guide,
and to critically assess my own subjectivities as I moved through the data production
process (Atkinson et al. 2007; Marshall and Rossman 2015). I incorporated additional
topics into my interview guide over the course of data production as these topics emerged
as points of interest across interviews. For example, early in the data production process,
participants discussed their difficulty with integrating role-play based lessons in their
classrooms. As data production continued, I asked subsequent participants specifically
about their experiences with role-play based lessons.
My coding approach was informed by a grounded theory approach as detailed in
Charmaz (2001). In this approach to data analysis, “the interaction between the researcher
and the researched produces the data, and therefore the meanings that the researcher
observes and defines” (Charmaz 2001:139). I began with an inductive open coding
approach, in which I assigned initial codes to the data without constructing an a priori
code list (Miles and Huberman 1994). I then employed focused coding on subsequent
passes through the data in order to capture more abstract concepts (Miles and Huberman
1994). I used MAXQDA qualitative analysis software to facilitate data management and
coding. Throughout data analysis, I followed an inductive approach by clustering codes
and using Miles and Huberman’s approach of “subsuming particulars into the general” in
order to allowing the themes to emerge from the data (Miles and Huberman 1994:255).
53

Ethical Considerations
By asking instructors to participate in the study, I asked them to contribute their
time, to detail their experiences and understandings, and to respond to questions about
potentially sensitive topics including their opinions on youth and sexual behavior, nonheterosexual intimate relationships, abortion and contraception, among others. In order to
protect the well-being of participants in the project, I included an informed consent form
(See Appendix B) which described the nature of the questions asked, the expected time
that the interview would take, and information about participants’ rights to skip questions
or terminate the interview at any point. I protected the confidentiality of participants by
removing any potentially identifying information (including information which would
identify their school) from the interview transcripts and from administrative
documentation associated with the study. Recognizing that instructors critiqued
administrators, policy, and curricula at times in interviews, I did not disclose to schools
that members of their faculty had participated in the study. In the interest of protecting
my participants’ confidentiality, I also did not disclose the specific locations of my
interviews; many smaller school districts had only one sex education teacher across the
entire county and disclosing specific interview locations could potentially make my
participants identifiable. All audio recordings and interview transcriptions were stored on
encrypted, password-protected digital media. This study received approval from
Mississippi State University’s Institutional Review Board.
Positionality
In designing this project, I recognized the need to reflect critically on my own
relationship to the participants and subject matter of the project. From a feminist methods
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perspective, I recognized that inherent to my role as researcher is some degree of power:
the power to shape the interviews, to select participants, and to interpret the findings
(Ramazanoglu and Holland 2002). I concluded interviews by asking participants to
address any concepts they felt that our discussion had missed and solicited their feedback
about adding, removing, or changing questions in future interviews. Several participants
used this opportunity to include topics that they felt were relevant to SBSE but that we
had not addressed in the interview. None of my participants, however, suggested any
additional questions.
My role as a researcher was most salient in one of my later interviews when I
asked a participant if there were any topics our discussion had missed. He responded:
“Tell them that this does not work. Tell them that.” Throughout our interview, he had
expressed his frustration with the curriculum and with his district’s failure to consider
teacher input in selecting it. This line struck me, because it suggested that he thought
decision makers might be influenced by researchers in a way that they were not by
teachers. In this quote, he made transparent both the power relationship between
researchers and participants and his understanding of the responsibility of research to
speak to social problems.
Beyond my role as a researcher, my other statuses were relevant to the work and
shaped the way in which I interpret the data. I am a graduate of the Mississippi public
school system and, though I did not interview any of my own former teachers, have
certain insider perspectives on the dynamics of the school system and recollections of my
own experiences with unregulated quasi-SBSE prior to 2008. I also maintain some
professional connections to the field of SBSE and Mississippi public schools that are
55

relevant to the study. My work history includes years spent at local non-profit
organizations with explicit sex education agendas, specifically promoting CSE over
AOUME within schools. I also worked for one semester in a low-income public middle
school as a counselling intern. Though I expected these existing connections to help me
gain entrée to the field, I was only able to draw on one existing contact, and no
subsequent snowball contacts, over the course of the study. This disconnect is a strong
illustration of the rapid changes in SBSE in Mississippi over the past four years.
Through my identity as a somewhat feminine, college-educated, Sociology
graduate student, and white woman from a middle class family, I bring a degree of racial,
class, and gender identity privilege into the interview setting. In many cases, these were
statuses I shared with my research participants. In others, these effected a privilege
differential of which I am mindful. Throughout the study, I used in-process memos to
document how my own experiences became relevant to my interpretations and, as
Marshall and Rossman recommend, to “reflexively engage with and discuss the value
judgments and personal perspectives that are inherent in data collection and analysis”
(2015:265)
I also identify as a lesbian and have no affiliation with religious or faith-based
groups - factors which are not immediately apparent but which, as far as I am able to tell
from my interview data, set me apart from all of my participants. Throughout data
production, it was challenging to balance my role as a researcher with my sexual identity
status. I was never directly asked, and often was presumed to be heterosexual; I feel that
this presumption is the result of my gender identity privilege as a feminine-presenting
woman, and that it allowed participants to more openly express homophobic views and
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practices in our interviews. Though I chose not to challenge these views during my
interviews, I did so with a personal understanding of the implications of teacher
homophobia for students and through a great deal of emotion work. I made this decision
in the hope that I am able to do more to promote social justice for sexual minority
students through my research than I would be through simply arguing with their teachers.
Finally, my status as a lifelong Mississippian yielded some direct benefits to the
study. It made me better able to make sense of Southern colloquialisms, coded language,
and references to local culture. Many participants wanted to assess the degree of my
insider status and I was often asked where I was from originally (Jackson, Mississippi),
where I went to high school (a Mississippi public school, thirty miles from where I now
live), and where my high school football allegiances lie (my younger brother plays
varsity for a 3A team in central Mississippi). In addition, while it was never directly
stated, I am confident that my natural Southern accent was an asset in cold calling
potential participants.
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RESULTS
Going Off-Script
Because school-based sexuality education is relatively new to Mississippi, I began
this study with a descriptive question: How do Mississippi sex education instructors carry
out sex education instruction in classrooms? While the formal curricula used to teach sex
education in Mississippi public schools are the product of years of legislation and
administrative development, the execution of these curricula fall to teachers at the
classroom level. Overall, the teachers I interviewed reported relying on the statemandated curriculum and the associated training course used in their district. In every
case, however, teachers reported some level of incongruence between how classroom
instruction is laid out in their formal curriculum packages and how classroom instruction
actually takes place. Teachers varyingly added, rearranged, or removed lessons; made
changes to the course structure; altered or skipped classroom activities; or handled
teacher instructions in ways other than those specified by their course guides. I refer to
teachers’ decisions to depart from the formal curriculum as going off-script.
Each of my participants veered away from the classroom script of their formal
curriculum package in at least one way. These off-script classroom techniques ranged
widely from minor alternations of class activities to total overhauls of the sex education
classroom. Teachers’ motivations for going off-script fell into three groups. 1) Some
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instances of going off-script occurred when teachers found the prescribed curriculum and
course structure were not functional in their school and class settings. 2) In other
instances, teachers went off-script because they disagreed with what they were directed to
teach or how they were instructed to present material. 3) Finally, some teachers went offscript inadvertently by altering course material but not recognizing these changes as
departures from the formal curriculum. Most teachers discussed multiple instances of
going off-script, often across two or three of these types of motivations. In the sections
that follow, I detail teachers’ three types of motivations for going off-script.
Function: Going off-script because the curriculum doesn’t work
Included in the mandate that Mississippi schools offer school-based sexuality
education (SBSE) is a great level of detail about how SBSE should be carried out. HB
999 specifies that classes be divided by gender and that only curriculum packages
approved by the Mississippi Department of Education be used. The formal SBSE
curricula selected by MDE provide a very high level of detail on classroom instruction, in
some cases providing scripted lesson plans with teacher instructions for each five-minute
block of class time. Nurse Lee, who taught an abstinence-plus class at a predominately
black, high-poverty rural high school, walked me through the teachers’ guide that came
with her curriculum. She pointed out the instruction boxes and symbols in the margins of
each page:
These little things on the side will tell you. “Time to Learn” when they tell you
time to learn you have to stop it if it was a video. This is a video here, so it’s
“time to watch.” So in between it was the curriculum that guided me and, and my
curriculum it tells me what was next... It may be something that they wanted me
to do and they had an exercise I had to do here, or this right here may have been
something else. Each one of these symbols meant something…This was a “time
to build character…so every one of these meant something.
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Here, Nurse Lee highlighted the incredible granularity of the prescribed lesson plan.
Though Nurse Lee considered this an asset of her curriculum, many of the teachers I
interviewed found that this top-down, micromanagement approach to how SBSE should
be carried out did not work for their schools or classes. For these teachers, going offscript took the form of ignoring the instructions in the margins, restructuring classes, or
omitting and cutting back lessons and activities.
Coach Johnson teaches abstinence-only-until-marriage education (AOUME) at a
high-poverty, predominately-black middle school in a small town. The curriculum
package her school district selected includes lessons spread across ten class days.
Filtering out students without parental consent forms and then separating the remaining
students out by gender proved too time consuming for the few instructors tasked with sex
education to do ten times, so Coach Johnson made structural changes to the curriculum:
And then, this year, because the principal separated me and the boys’ sex ed
teacher completely, we had to do the entire program in one day. So, I took all 70
girls that signed up and I took them to the library from 8:00 am to three o’clock,
and we did the entire ten-day program in six class periods.
The teachers at Coach Johnson’s school considered the combination of managing gendersegregated classrooms and parental consent too inefficient to work into the school day ten
times. Coach Johnson found that teaching a six-hour day of sex education to such a large
group was also not ideal, and students’ attention waned in the hours after lunch. In this
school, the inability of faculty to sort and seat a large number of students every day for
two weeks outweighs the losses in student attention brought on by an all-at-once sex
education class. The teachers in Coach Johnson’s school chose to go off-script because
the design of the SBSE curriculum was not suited to the structure of their classes or
schedules.
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Like Coach Johnson, Ms. Jones chose to go off-script in order to make sex
education class time more efficient and to fit better into students’ schedules. Ms. Jones
teaches AOUME at a majority-white, low-poverty middle school in a large suburb. In our
interview, she noted:
Ms. Jones:

[At the training for sex education teachers,] they had a rose
and you know they talk about like, if you take a petal from
the rose, then it’s, you know, it’s kind of, it’s bare. It’s
gone. So and you can’t put it back together again, so. And
then they did like the tape, the bonding experience. Once
you put tape on your arm – I’m just thinking about all the
stuff that they did [in teacher training]– they put tape on
their arm and then they took it off and they said, “Will it
stick back on?” and we’re like “No, it won’t go back
together again.” So just saying that, you know, once you
make that decision, you know, it changes. These are the
consequences that will happen as a result. So. There were
other activities too, but I just can’t remember all of them.

Sarah:

But you guys don’t use like the rose or the tape in class or
anything?

Ms. Jones:

We don’t use that. We didn’t use that because of time
constraints, because we wanted to make sure that we
presented the material, content itself. And we felt like that
was more important to emphasize, um, than the activities,
so, yeah.

Rather than restructure the course as Coach Johnson did, Ms. Jones chose to eliminate the
curriculum’s hands-on activities. Both Coach Johnson and Ms. Jones felt that they had to
prioritize specific parts of the curriculum and cut other parts entirely in order to integrate
this new SBSE program into their school year.
A major source of program integration stress was the requirement that students be
taught in gender-segregated classrooms. Ms. Anderson, who teaches AOUME at a low-
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poverty, predominately-white high school in a small town, took issue with the state’s
gender-segregation policy:
Now the idea behind [HB 999] is to separate the students…I know ideally I think
the state wants us separated, but we just don’t have the personnel to separate em
and take the boys one way and the girls another way in a smaller school.
For Ms. Anderson, moving students into gender-segregated classrooms represents too
great a drain on faculty time, despite HB 999’s mandate that these classes be separated.
Though she was aware of the legal requirement to split students out by gender, she
carried out her AOUME classes with boys and girls in the room together. Like Ms.
Anderson, most of the teachers that I interviewed did not have class schedules in which
students were already split into class periods according to gender. In these cases, creating
gender-segregated classes required doubling the classroom space and instructional staff
already in use during a particular class period. For some teachers, this approach was not
feasible and, as with Ms. Anderson’s class, they went off-script in order to find a way to
make SBSE work for them.
The state-mandated SBSE policies and curricula offer a method for teaching sex
education that is informed from the top down. For many of the teachers I interviewed,
these methods had to be adapted to work in their schools and going-off script in order to
adapt to the school and class structure was common. Going off-script in these cases is a
matter of functionality; teachers’ classroom decisions are motivated not by ideological
concerns but by practical concerns about classroom settings and instructional time.
Though these instances of going-off script range from minor rearrangements of lesson
plans to outright violations of state policy, they involve no value judgment from teachers
about the nature of school-based sexuality education.
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Disagreement: Going off-script because the curriculum is wrong
At the other end of the spectrum, some of the teachers in my sample went offscript as an act of deliberate protest against the mandates of their sex education curricula.
Mr. Adams teaches AOUME at a majority-white, medium-poverty, rural middle school.
In the first year of the program, he and the other sex education teachers in his school
followed the state-provided curriculum closely. In the second year, however, they
decided to restructure the class:
We did [split up boys and girls] when we taught that book, but we don’t do it
anymore because, like I said, the abstinence is included in the health program, so
that’s why we haven’t been doing that. So we just keep our room and go, you
know, have the same lessons. If they have any questions we take em and if they
don’t we just go on to our lesson that we’re covering for that day…Personally, I
think having boys and girls mixed together is more effective, just simply for the
fact of the matter. I mean, you’ve got boys, they’re gonna, you can get some
points across to them. I believe once you have both of them in the same
classroom, in the same setting, they can see. Ok, say like I’ve got two students in
here and they’re sleeping together, I think it’ll be more effective if they saw that
and they look at each other and like, “that can happen to us” you know. I think
that has more of an impact on em.
In deciding how to teach his AOUME class, Mr. Adams chose not to separate his
students by gender, despite the fact that the class had been gender-segregated the
previous year. His decision to keep the class together reflects his belief that students may
be more responsive to sex education when they are in class with their romantic partners
and his belief that students are necessarily separated from these partners in gendersegregated classrooms. Mr. Adams goes off-script not because the provided curriculum is
unworkable, but because he believes the structure of the state-provided curriculum is
unsound. Mr. Adams and other teachers who went off-script through disagreement felt
that what they were being asked to teach, or how they were being asked to teach it, was
either ineffective or wrong. Like the teachers who went off-script for functional reasons,
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teachers who went off-script out of disagreement with the curriculum also overlooked
teaching instructions, restructured classes, or excluded lesson plans.
Unlike teachers who went off-script for functional reasons, teachers who went
off-script out of disagreement also brought in supplementary material from various
sources to address perceived deficits in the curriculum or to provide competing
viewpoints. Ms. Clark, who teaches an abstinence-plus class to high school students at a
high-poverty, predominately-black, rural school, described to me how she integrates
supplementary material into her class:
And it has been there all, always, but we are more open now with it. Male with
male, female with female. So, and even though it’s, we see it, I don’t condone it.
So, that was hard on me. And the children said, well, “Ms. Clark, but that’s my
preference.” Yes, that may be your preference, but then, - and I know we’re not
supposed to talk about religion in this school, but every now and then you have to
slide, like trying to get to a base, to the next base - But it’s not right. And, uh, that
should be known.
Ms. Clark describes ‘sliding’ additional material into her class even though she knows
that “we’re not supposed to” in the way a runner in baseball might slide into a base – in
spite of opposing forces. For the runner in her analogy, these opposing forces are the
competing team. For Ms. Clark the competing team is the group of policymakers and
administrators who specify how AOUME should be taught – they are in direct
contradiction. Ms. Clark believes that a religious perspective against same sex sexuality
“should be known” and introduces this material into her lessons. She goes off-script
because she believes there is a significant deficit in the curriculum that she needs to
address.
Another deficit identified by teachers in the sample was Mississippi’s ban on
condom demonstrations. Nurse Lee felt strongly about this issue:
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Another thing that I wished that the legislatures change is how to um, they put in
that you’re not supposed to show them how to use a condom, and that’s, to me, is
not, that doesn’t make sense. How you gonna give someone something and not
tell them how to use it?… So to me, that is not, that doesn’t make sense… If
you’re gonna give a child, you’re gonna tell, they’re gonna, if they choose not to
abstain, and they just actually got to do this, and they use a condom, then just go
get you a condom. They don’t know! They don’t know to check the expiration
date to see if it’s not expired. They don’t know to make sure it’s really lubricated
to make sure that it doesn’t break or tear. They don’t know that you’re supposed
to grab the tip of it and make sure you leave a little space and roll it down. You
have to explain, and the way they want you to tell em, they want you to tell em in
a step by step thing, but you can’t demonstrate it.
In order to work around this policy, Nurse Lee and several other of the teachers I
interviewed used a surreptitious condom demonstration video, which she describes:
One of the guys at the meeting said he had to come up with some kind of funny
way to show em how to do it. He said it’s just like when you’re putting your sock
on, you know, and you get your sock and you just imagine that your sock is rolled
up, and you pinch the tip of your sock and you kinda leave a little space and you
take your sock and you roll it up your leg and you pull your sock up your leg,
midway your leg. And you making sure it’s snug and that’s the way he had to
actually show as a demonstration versus being able to actually have a
mannequin. 4
The sock demonstration video, which is clearly presented as a condom demonstration,
effectively (though perhaps not technically) violates the condom provision of HB 999.
The video was made and used by teachers who go off-script from the SBSE curricula
because they disagree with the condom demonstration ban. These teachers believe, as
Nurse Lee does, that students need information about condoms as part of sex education
and that prohibiting condom demonstrations left a serious void in the SBSE curriculum.
They went off-script through disagreement to address this void.

4
The video, titled “How to put on a sock,” is available at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=06kT9yfj7QE
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Among the teachers I interviewed, disagreement was a less common motivation
for going off-script. When teachers go off-script out of disagreement, they express a
value judgment about what material should and should not be included in sex education.
These value judgments reflect teachers’ ways of thinking about sexuality and sex
education and demonstrate an active attempt to shape the SBSE agenda. For teachers who
did go off-script out of disagreement, these agendas were distinctly politically polarized
with some (like Ms. Clark) shaping the curriculum to make it more conservative and
others (like Nurse Lee) shaping the curriculum to make it more liberal.
Assumption: Going off-script inadvertently
While going off-script out of disagreement is an intentional means of subverting
the curriculum, teachers who go off-script out of assumption do so inadvertently. Nurse
Wright’s class discussions offer one example of going off-script through assumption.
Nurse Wright teaches AOUME at a majority-white, low-poverty, suburban middle
school. She describes her teaching practices, noting:
Because this curriculum is approved by the Department of Ed, I stick with what is
approved, that way I don’t, I don’t overstep any bounds in any way. It’s very, I
mean, it’s very um clear cut and it’s, it covers everything. I, you know, I haven’t
found anything that wasn’t covered that I wish was.
In our interview, Nurse Wright also describes a class discussion about abortion, noting:
So, you know I’ve had some abortion issues come up or they wanted to talk about
whether it was right or wrong and I just had to steer em clear. You know, that’s
not what we’re here to talk about, we’re talking about, this is, if you make that
choice, these are the consequences of that choice: regret, guilt, you know, possible
infection, physical problems, you know, consequences, um, but you know, I’ve
had em ask me what it is and I have to just give a brief explanation. Because you
can’t talk about it if they don’t know what you’re talking about, you know.
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By providing a “brief explanation” of abortion at all, Nurse Wright’s class violates one of
HB 999’s explicit, albeit vague, prohibitions: “There shall be no effort in either an
abstinence-only or an abstinence-plus curriculum to teach that abortion can be used to
prevent the birth of a baby” (Mississippi Office of Healthy Schools 2011b:104-106).
Under this provision, providing a definition of abortion is banned in Mississippi SBSE
classes. Further, Nurse Wright presents a list of “consequences” of abortion, including
“regret, guilt…, possible infection, physical problems.” Taken together, the consequences
presented by Nurse Wright reflect opinions on the morality of abortion (that it necessarily
causes “regret” and “guilt”) and align more closely with anti-abortion movement rhetoric
around Post-Abortion Syndrome than with established medical fact (Kelly 2014).
The contradiction between Nurse Wright’s idea that she does not go off-script and
her discussion about abortion is key to how teachers go off-script through assumption.
For Nurse Wright, the information she presents about abortion is not understood to be
politically motivated or intentionally subversive. Rather, to her, these points about
abortion are basic facts about sex and sexuality. She clearly states that she has not found
any deficits in the curriculum (“I haven’t found anything that wasn’t covered that I wish
was”), which indicates that her discussion about abortion is not a case of going off-script
through disagreement. Instead, she understands her classroom discussion about abortion
to be so ordinary and matter-of-fact that it never occurs to her that it would violate the
state-mandated SBSE curricula.
A similar contradiction appears in Coach Robinson’s middle school AOUME
class. Coach Robinson teaches at a predominately-white, medium-poverty school in a
small city. In his words, he is “not a big advocate of abstinence-only,” but he feels strictly
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professionally bound to the formal AOUME curricula, noting that “we basically follow
this to the T. The state requires that we do that.” In an interview with a co-teacher, Coach
Martin, the two report:
Coach Robinson:

Everything we did is in the manual.

Coach Martin:

Yeah, we don’t stray away from the manual.

Sarah:

Ok, do you feel like you have much liberty to bring in extra
material or-

Coach Martin:

They don’t really want you to bring in anything extra
except from the – you go strictly by the manual

Coach Robinson:

No. This is a state-mandated curriculum. An abstinenceonly curriculum.

Later in the interview, however, Coach Robinson expresses his frustration with how little
his students seem to know about sexual anatomy and physiology:
The problem, the problem with the sex ed stuff is we don’t, we need to be going
over the physiology of all this. They don’t even know the parts of the
reproductive system, so they can’t possibly understand how pregnancy occurs
because they don’t know the parts. So I spent some time, because I taught health
education, going over the female reproductive system, explaining about the egg,
and how it travels down, and all that stuff because I had taught that before. And
they don’t, they didn’t, they don’t know that.
Though Coach Robinson believes that he follows the state curriculum “to the T” and
explicitly notes that he and his co-teacher do not bring in extra material, he describes
adding a lesson on reproductive anatomy and physiology to a curriculum that does not
include one. While he critiques this oversight in the curriculum as “the problem with sex
ed stuff,” he clearly does not intend this lesson to be an active subversion of the curricula.
Instead, he understands the discussion of reproduction to be so germane to sex education
that he does not consider it an act of bringing in extra material or deviating from the
curriculum. Though Coach Robinson’s act of going off-script is less politically
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contentious than Nurse Wright’s, it does represent a fundamental departure from the
AOUME paradigm, which is designed to focus only on the morality of sexual behavior.
A curriculum that includes no discussion of reproductive anatomy and physiology may be
treated as an oversight by Coach Robinson, but is fully compatible with the SBSE
approach of AOUME. Coach Robinson’s and Nurse Wright’s classroom experiences
suggest that this form of going off-script has two parts. First, teachers who go off-script
due to assumption report adhering to the curriculum and presenting it in their classrooms
with no changes. Second, they describe classroom practices or activities that deviate from
the curriculum. Teachers who go off-script through assumption do not recognize these as
departures from the state-mandated program, because these practices reflect ideas that are
at the core of the way these teachers think about sex and sexuality.
While most instances of going off-script through assumption involve bringing in
additional material, teachers may also go off-script through assumption by restructuring
class, omitting material, or ignoring teacher directions. For example, Nurse Wright also
discusses her decision not to have students in her class sign virginity pledges:
The book has, um, each book has an actual pledge in it that they can sign and um,
but we don’t ask them to do it… And um, you know, I always kind of make a
funny and say, “You know if yall want to sign this, you can tape it to the mirror
on your dresser in your bedroom and every morning you can look at it and remind
yourself.” And they’re all going “I’m not doing that!”
Nurse Wright goes off-script through assumption here by assuming that the virginity
pledge in the book is less important than or not to be taken as seriously as other material,
even to the point of joking about it with students. Her decision to omit it is not an act of
defiance against virginity pledges and it does not change her perception of her class as
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“stick[ing] with what is approved.” Instead it reveals her basic understanding of virginity
pledges as less than useful.
When teachers go off-script through assumption, they reveal their underlying,
taken-for-granted assumptions about sexuality and sex education. Material that teachers
bring into their classrooms through this form of going off-script reflects those teachers’
understandings of the very basics of sex education. Material that they omit illustrates
what they think is less-than-best practice in teaching SBSE. They assume these
understandings are commonly shared and not at all controversial. While going off-script
through disagreement involves teachers bringing in what they consider to be their most
actively subversive material, going off-script through assumption involves teachers
bringing what they consider to be the least debatable information about sex and sexuality.
Though one is explicit and one is implicit, both reflect teachers’ value judgments and, by
extension, broader ways of thinking about sexuality and sex education.
Mississippi sex education instructors carry out sex education in classrooms by
beginning with the state-provided curriculum. As the interview data illustrate, instructors
then go off-script in three ways. Teachers may have a functional motivation to go offscript when the curriculum is incompatible with their schools and classrooms. Teachers
may have a disagreement motivation to go off-script when they choose to actively reject
the curriculum in favor of their own perspectives about sexuality and sex education.
Teachers may have an assumption motivation to go off-script when they implicitly depart
from the curriculum in order to add their own, taken-for-granted understandings, which
are also informed by their perspectives on sexuality and sex education. Of the three
motivations for going off-script, only disagreement and assumption reflect how teachers’
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ideologies about sexuality shape their approach to sex education. In the next section, I
examine the substantive content of these broader ideologies and their relationship to how
teachers make sense of sex education. Moving away from the descriptions of what
actually happens in these teacher’s classes, I address a larger and more sociological
question: What is the relationship between how sex education instructors make sense of
sex education and their understandings of youth and sexuality?
Using an appropriateness frame to understand youth and sexuality
The teachers in my sample used their own ideological foundations about sexuality
and sex education to determine how to teach their SBSE classes. Mr. Adams was
unreserved about his opinion of the material specified for middle schoolers in the formal
curriculum:
There’s stuff, there’s stuff in there that you know, even though it needs to be
taught, I don’t think that 7th graders should be subjected to some of that stuff in
there. I mean, you can look through there and see some of the terminology they
talk about in there. I mean, it gets pretty deep. I mean, I ain’t gonna lie to you, it
gets pretty in depth and detailed.
Nurse Harris, who teaches at a majority-black, medium-poverty, rural middle school,
expressed a similar sentiment about the material she presents in her AOUME class:
Yeah. I mean, that was in, that was in the book, but see, but I’m one too, like I
know Always um sends free samples of deodorant and maxi pads and they send
these little books and in the books it talks about stuff like for boys wet dreams,
ejaculation, masturbation. Those books. They get the deodorant, but they didn’t
get the books. I’m talking about this was 6th grade material. I’m thinking, “Oh
my gosh. They need to, you know, they need to tone this down a little bit.”
For Mr. Adams and Nurse Harris, their ideas about what information about sex is
appropriate for young people to learn shaped how they chose to present information in
their classes. Mr. Adams went off-script through disagreement by omitting the terms in
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the formal curriculum that he felt were inappropriate for his class. Nurse Harris’
understanding of appropriateness also shaped the ways in which she went off script. For
instance, while she chose not to incorporate the materials that addressed ejaculation and
masturbation, she did bring in material from an outside sex education course, including
bracelets for each student with the phrase “I’m worth waiting for,” which is a slogan used
by AOUME advocates to teach students to treat sexual abstinence as an expression of
self-worth. Like Mr. Adams and Nurse Harris, when teachers in my sample went offscript through disagreement or through assumption, their judgments about what material
to present and how to present it were made based on their understandings of what is
sexually appropriate for youth.
Mr. Adams and Nurse Harris took issue with presenting too much information to
young people, arguing that some areas of discussion were inappropriate because youth
needed to be protected or separated from information about sexuality. Most of the
teachers I interviewed who felt the course material was inappropriate shared this “too
much, too soon” understanding of what information youth needed about sexuality (Luker
2006:32). A few teachers, however, took a different approach. Nurse Lee argued that:
This curriculum our kids should be taught in 3rd grade [laughs]. Our kids are so
much more advanced now. In 4th and 5th and 6th, I mean 3rd, 4th, and 5th grade,
they’re knowing more things than we realize because technology and television
has changed.
For her, children’s access to media exposed them to information about sexuality, and the
material in the formal curriculum package was not advanced enough to keep up. She felt
that the course material was inappropriate because it did not present information that was
advanced enough for her students She translated this belief into practice by eschewing the
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formal abstinence-plus curriculum and teaching instead from an unapproved AOUME
curriculum package. She pointed out aspects of this curriculum package to me, noting:
Ok, and see how in here how friendly it was? And it talked about bonding,
bonding experiences, and what teens thought about sex… You know, emotional.
It kind of tapped into the emotional side, about having self-respect… I liked it
because it was, to me, it was kid-friendly, they were learning, and it was
activities, you see what I’m saying?
Nurse Lee felt that this curriculum was more appropriate for youth because it included
information about emotional and interpersonal aspects of sexuality and that these
discussions were the type of advanced content her students required. For each of these
instructors, their understanding of what was appropriate for youth took precedence over
the material prescribed by the formal curriculum. Mr. Adams’, Nurse Harris’, and Nurse
Lee’s ways of thinking about youth and sexuality shaped how they decided what
information was appropriate for students to learn and, in turn, directly altered the
information their students’ received.
Drawing on personal experience
When teachers discussed their approaches to the SBSE classroom, they revealed
that their ideologies about youth and sexuality were often shaped by their own personal
experiences and positionality. Nurse Moore teaches an abstinence-plus course at a
predominantly-black, high-poverty high school in a large city. She described how she
incorporates her own experiences with youth and sexuality into her class lectures:
I’m very transparent with them. I told them that I had got pregnant at 17, um.
They were very bright, you know. I looked and most of my students are the best
students at the school. Have the best ACT scores and things of that nature, so I
told them I didn’t want them to be derailed and they have to have a plan B in case
this do happen and if you need to talk to me, you know, if you’re in that situation
now and you’re thinking about having sex. You don’t have anyone to talk to, I’m
here. And so a lot of em come, a lot of em come. A lot of em are like my children.
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When I walk the hall you hear ‘Hey, Nurse Moore!’ a whole lot. But I love em
like my own and so.
For Nurse Moore, her pregnancy at 17 and her subsequent difficulties with being a young
mother shaped how she thought about youth and sexuality. She used this experience to
teach specific lessons about families, parenting, and abstinence to her students:
Different people in the community that comes, donate things, and try to help, but
um. God is a perfect god. Children were designed to have a mother and a father.
And I learned from personal experience, there is no substitute. You can have all
the donations and assistance in the world, but there is no substitute. I had two kids
by my first husband, and we weren’t married when I had em. So I was really a
single parent. And then we got divorced and I remarried, so I have a husband
that’s been there and my two children, even though they have the same mother,
they are as different as night and day. And so, um, and I tell them that. I tell them
that, and I encourage the young men as well as the young women, “Wait. For your
children’s sake. For your children’s sake, wait.”
Nurse Moore’s personal experience with pregnancy and childrearing translates directly to
the classroom as she goes off-script to tell students about her own personal difficulties.
She incorporates themes of religion, counters the idea that community support can
address the challenges of young parenthood, presents heterosexual marriage as the only
appropriate environment for childrearing, and draws a direct link to students’ own
behavior using this personal story.
Similarly, Nurse Lee uses a story from her past to present a lesson about sexual
coercion and consent to her students. She began by showing me the formal lessons that
her curriculum presented about refusal skills, which are strategies that students practice in
class for leaving an escalating sexual encounter. In the textbook, students are given a set
of role-play scenarios in which one partner attempts to pressure the other into having sex,
and students practice ‘being assertive’ and discussing the value of abstinence with the
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hypothetical, pressuring partner. Nurse Lee contributed her own refusal strategy to the
lesson:
It almost happened to me like that, but my mom had already told me what to do.
Cause, she said it happened to her. She always told me, she said “Take your safety
pin.” I said, “Take a safety pin?” She always used to tell us, we’d go somewhere
on a date she would make us hook a safety pin in our clothes. Now this is the old
school way my momma taught. She said, “If you fell in a situation where you
were pressured - cause some time in a car you’re alone, they may pressure you,
things wanna get a little touchy,” she’d say, “prick your finger.” I said, “Prick my
finger?” She said “Prick your finger.” She said, “They ask you, just tell em ‘I’m
on my period, see?’”… I’ve even been in that situation when I was dating and I
had this guy just felt like he was pressuring me so hard, you know how, that’s
why it ain’t even good to let em kiss you. Because if they kiss you, it’s like a
preceptor to sex. Sometimes they think that you want sex just because you kiss
em. And so I teach them that.
Like Nurse Moore, Nurse Lee goes off-script by sharing a personal story in order to
augment the formal curriculum. In her story-based lesson, students are taught that sexual
coercion is gendered, with boys pressuring girls and girls needing strategies to escape
unwanted situations. In this story, girls are taught that they are sexual gatekeepers,
limiting romantic or sexual interaction early to avoid unsafe situations later. Finally,
because Nurse Lee teaches this lesson alongside the formal curriculum, girls are taught
that their options for practicing refusal skills include learning to ‘be assertive’ and
learning to carry a safety pin in case they need to pretend to be menstruating to escape an
unwanted sexual situation.
For Nurse Moore and Nurse Lee, their personal experiences with sexuality shaped
what information they felt young people needed to know about sex. Because their
experiences with unintended pregnancy, young parenthood, or unwanted sexual advances
shaped their sexual ideologies so profoundly, they incorporated these stories wholesale
into classroom instruction. This created a pathway for translating their experiences with
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youth and sexuality into the classroom. Other teachers in the sample incorporated their
personal experiences into instruction in less apparent ways, drawing on their personal
experiences as parents and as former children to determine what constituted appropriate
sexual information for the children they teach. Nurse Harris described the interaction
between her statuses as a parent and as a teacher in carrying out sex education:
But I would try to use my best judgment. And consider it like if it was my child,
would I want, you know, would I want them being, being taught that. And I’m a
pretty open-minded parent… So, um, you know, I would want my child treated
the same – I treat your child the same way I would want mine to be done.
One immediate problem with the approach of parenthood-informing-SBSE-strategy is the
wide variation of parenting styles and ideologies about youth and sexuality. Consider the
perspectives of Nurse Reed and Nurse Harris.
Nurse Reed teaches an abstinence-plus course at a majority-white, low-poverty
middle school in a small city. She described her thoughts on talking to children about sex:
Sarah:
Nurse Reed:

So in your opinion, do you think it is better to provide as
much information as possible about sex, as little
information as possible, or somewhere in between?
As much. And, and I come to that, you know, as a nurse,
and um, I have an 19 year old and a 24 year old. Sons. And
they have known for a number of years, you know, about,
about sex and about what can happen and um, what you’re
responsible for and um, and I often tell them, “I am not
planning on being a grandparent until you’re in a lifelong
relationship.” And, and I tell my kids in these classes, if
you think it’s hard to talk to your parents about birth
control – it is, I’m sure it is – but it’s gonna be much harder
for you to go to your parents and say, “I’ve got to tell you
something. I’m pregnant.” They’d rather have that option
on the front end to talk about birth control. Your parents
would much rather you say “I really think I might need to
get on birth control.” Because right there, their options
exist. If you come in with the other conversation, you
know, it’s a little late.
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For Nurse Reed, her experience as a parent to two adult children shapes how she teaches
sex education, inferring the perspectives of her students’ parents and shaping her
instruction on contraceptives accordingly. From her own experience of not wanting to
become a grandmother before her sons are in committed relationships, she infers that
parents would prefer students talk openly about birth control and use oral contraceptives
rather than deal with an unintended pregnancy. This perspective on contraception is the
lesson she teaches her students.
Like Nurse Reed, Nurse Harris is the mother of adult sons. Both are white,
middle-aged women who are professional nurses in public middle schools. Nurse Harris
shared her own perspective on parents and birth control:
It’s like, I guess they, um I don’t know. I don’t if they, maybe they don’t want the
responsibility, maybe they don’t, they don’t trust that their child’s gonna use their
judgment, so it’s, I don’t know if you would say that they’re being precautionary
because these type of parents. You know, I just have boys and I understand with
boys you still – and I tell my child in college all the time, “I’m way too young to
be a grandmother” and every chance I get, I get him in that vehicle, you know,
alone if we’re going somewhere. I have the talk with him. I ask him, make sure
he’s not being sexually active with his girlfriend. And it’s a little one-on-one so
I’m going to have the talk with him. But then again, I’m a nurse and I’m
educated, you know, and some of these parents are not. They just know that they
don’t, they don’t want their child getting pregnant. They’re not – that’s just the
simplest way to go ahead and give em birth control.
Nurse Harris shares Nurse Reed’s sentiments that she is not ready to be a grandmother,
meaning that she does not believe her sons are ready to have children. Unlike Nurse
Reed, Nurse Harris infers from her experience as a parent that other parents would not
want their children to use oral contraceptives – that, instead, parents should talk to
children about abstinence. She notes that parents who choose to get oral contraceptives
for their children either “don’t want the responsibility” or “don’t trust that their child’s
gonna use their judgment.” This perspective on children, parents, and contraceptives
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shapes how Nurse Harris understands classroom instruction. Unlike Nurse Reed, Nurse
Harris is opposed to encouraging students to seek out contraception:
Nurse Harris:

Yes, I do talk about contraception, but like I said, because
it’s abstinence only,5 um, the thing that I mainly um stress
to them is that um condoms are not, you know, they’re not
foolproof. That people can still get STDs and they can still
get AIDS. I do talk about that, but I do not um encourage it.
I only encourage the abstinence part of it. Cause I know
some schools actually hand out, you know, in bigger cities.
A small town like ours, that’s not something we’re gonna
do.

Sarah:

Why do you think that is – that small town vs big city
difference?

Nurse Harris:

I don’t know, you know. I don’t know if it’s just we’re so –
I don’t know if it’s a Southern thing, um I – I don’t know
because, um, I really don’t. But I just know in a small town
there’s just some things that you’re, that you don’t do. Um,
I guess because the parents would really have an uproar.

Both Nurse Harris and Nurse Reed use their own (remarkably similar) positions as
parents to make sense of children and contraception, but come to different conclusions
about the appropriateness of adolescents’ use of oral contraception. Both of these
teachers infer from their own experiences the perspectives of the parents of their students.
Finally, both teachers use these experiences and inferred perspectives to shape how they
teach students about contraception. Their differences in ways of thinking about youth and
sexuality are the point of contrast between them and highlight how teachers draw on their

While Nurse Harris cites the curriculum here as the reasoning for how she teaches about contraception,
her capacity to go off-script is documented in the previous section. Teachers who go off-script through
disagreement or assumption in some instances, but adhere to the curriculum in others make an active choice
in which segments of the curriculum to support and which to reject. Her adherence to the curriculum in this
one instance, while rejecting it in others, is an active choice informed by ideology.
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own experiences as parents to determine appropriate sexual information for the students
they teach.
In determining what information is appropriate for youth, teachers also use their
own retrospective experiences as former children. Mr. Miller, who works with Ms. Jones’
sex education program, argued that sex education should include only very basic
information and a hardline focus on abstinence. He evidences this approach by citing his
own experience as a sex education student, noting:
If you, uh, say if you look at learning in general, and you look at how you teach
students, the more content you throw at em, the harder it is for them to remember
the important parts. And so, if you spend six months going over one topic, they’re
gonna remember a small percentage of that, and that’s just kind of how all
learning takes place. So, when you condense it down into the essentials, into the
most important areas, I really think that you create something that’s, um, that
they’ll remember. And so, when I was in Health Ed, back in high school, I can
only remember one video that I watched in sex education, but it was scary. And
that one video, kept me being careful for a long time.
For Mr. Miller, his perceived effectiveness of his own sex education program is a model
for the program he supports for his students. His understanding about youth and sexuality
is grounded in his own experiences as a former child, and he extends this understanding
to the children in his school. In contrast to Mr. Miller, Coach Johnson does not feel that
her experiences with sexuality as an adolescent provide a strong model for contemporary
SBSE:
At first, my first year doing it, I was like embarrassed like every day to talk to em,
but now I know that they really don’t know. So, you know, it does me good to
actually talk to em and understand where they’re coming from sometimes. Cause,
you know, I was brought up, I was eight grade, I might have been saying ‘What is
sex?’ you know, and they’ve already been doing it since sixth grade. Some of em.
Coach Johnson understands her students to be sexually advanced compared to where she
remembers herself at a similar age. She notes that talking to students helped her teach the
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course, and get over her embarrassment at talking to young people about sex, because she
developed a new understanding of youth and sexuality – one in which students are
sexually active earlier than she anticipated.
For Mr. Miller and Coach Johnson, their own experiences as children form the
baseline for their understanding of youth and sexuality. They use these experiences as
points of comparison, deciding to present SBSE material in certain ways (maintaining a
fear-based approach for Mr. Miller, switching to an advanced approach for Coach
Johnson) based on how their students compare. In thinking back to their own experiences
with sexuality or sex education, teachers make determinations about what works and does
not work in SBSE and alter their classes accordingly.
When teachers introduce their experiences into the classroom, either directly or
indirectly through their perspectives as parents and as former children, they demonstrate
how their own perspectives on sexuality and sex education shape what they believe is
appropriate for youth in SBSE. Even similar personal experiences are interpreted
differently by different teachers, and result in teachers going off-script in ways that define
‘appropriate information for youth’ in drastically different ways. While this array of
personal experiences resulted in disparate interpretations of youth-appropriateness, the
teachers in my sample did share one common narrative of youth-appropriateness, even
across their diverse backgrounds: youth and sexual naiveté.
Understanding Youth as Sexually Naïve
Ms. Clark indicates very strongly her understanding of students’ informational
starting points before SBSE:
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[My students] really don’t know a lot, but they – they, this generation of children
think they know it all, but they really, they’re really, they really don’t. You know?
They just really don’t. They can elaborate and make you think that they know, but
when you actually sit down …they don’t really know, you know.
Like Ms. Clark, Nurse Moore believes that her students also lack foundational
information before coming into the SBSE classroom:
Um, kind of coming into it, they, let me see. Of course, they think they know
everything [laughs] coming into it. They actually learn how little they really
know.
Ms. Clark and Nurse Moore’s perceptions of their students’ knowledge about sex
are reflect the overall perceptions of the teachers in my sample. Among the teachers I
interviewed, their perceptions of what is sexually appropriate for youth all assumed a
sexual naiveté narrative in which a lack of information about sex is the expected, and in
many cases, preferred, status of young people. Both SBSE paradigms in Mississippi’s
approved curricula emphasize abstinence, and both prefer and expect young people to
abstain from sexual activity until marriage. Neither type of curriculum is grounded in the
idea that young people should also lack sexual information until marriage or adulthood.
To the contrary, the formal curricula are presented as providing young people with all the
information necessary to make good sexual choices, though different paradigms within
SBSE define ‘good choices’ and ‘necessary information’ differently.
Despite the goals of the formal curricula, the teachers in my sample shared a
common perspective that young people know little to nothing about sexuality. Ms.
Clark’s and Nurse Moore’s perspectives also highlight an additional commonality among
participants – that students not only have little or no information about sex, they also
overestimate what they know. They “think they know it all” and find out otherwise
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through SBSE. This combative approach situates teachers as experts on sexuality
information and young people perpetually as in need of correction.
Coach Green, an abstinence-plus teacher at a predominately-black, high-poverty
school in a rural area, shared his thoughts on student misinformation:
What they consider ‘fact’ and what is reality was a big misperception. You know,
um, so, uh clearing that up helped shed some light on some things like awareness
was a big thing. What they thought they knew, or what an older kid thought he
knew, coming to find out you know in the book, factual information. It didn’t line
up with what was real Health.
Coach Green’s description of student misinformation establishes teachers as the arbiters
of “real Health.” Like Coach Green, many of the teachers I interviewed believed that any
information that young people had about sexuality prior to SBSE was wrong or ill-gotten.
While it could be expected that students may have a lack of information about sex prior
to sex education, these teachers’ sentiments suggest that SBSE is about more than
correcting misunderstandings. SBSE in this understanding also reinforces the idea that
knowing about sexuality is a trait specific to adults, that the expected state for children is
a lack of information about sexuality, and that children who think they have a base of
information about sexuality need to be put back into line. Students in SBSE are not only
learning about sex, they are learning about what their teachers think it means to be young,
or, as Nurse Moore phrases it, “They learn how little they really know.”
The teachers in my sample refer often to their expectation of youth as sexually
naïve, and this understanding makes it difficult to balance the general goals of education
with teachers’ perspectives on youth and sex. In “Risky Lessons: Sex Education and
Social Inequality,” Jessica Fields finds that sex education is set apart from other domains
of formal education because teachers’ educational goals are different in SBSE than in
82

other coursework (Fields 2008). Under this approach, the traits that might traditionally
make for a good student, such as interest in the subject or a commitment to learning the
material, do not apply favorably to youth and sexuality. When I asked teachers “What
would make somebody a good student in a sex ed class?” many had difficulty even
finding an answer.
Teachers also discussed their understanding of youth who violate sexual naiveté
expectation. Coach Hill teaches AOUME at a majority-black, medium-poverty middle
school in a small town. In our interview, he described how students participate in
classroom discussions:
Yeah, you have some that, that are sexually active already so they kind of already
know what I’ll say – or if they not, they start asking me a lot of questions about
um, “How do you know if you ready?” um “Does it hurt to have, when you first
have sex?” “How do you know when you ejaculated?” Stuff like that, so you have
the ones that ask a lot of questions, and then you kind of know the ones who are
experienced the way they ask the question. Some would ask it differently. Some
would ask it like an adult would ask it, so it’s kind of like, “Ok, they’ve been
sexually active and now trying to figure out if there’s some consequences from
their being sexually active already.”
Many teachers shared Coach Hill’s idea that they would be able to ascertain whether or
not students were sexually active by how much information those students had about sex.
Ms. Anderson, for example, believes that students’ fluency in discussing sexual health
risks reflects their exposure to those risks:
Hmm, um, you can tell by the questions that ask, some that have been treated.
Like they’ll know “chlamydia.” I had somebody the other day, well, when did I
teach it? Before Christmas – right before Christmas, we were doing it and
somebody immediately asked me about chlamydia before I even had a chance to
say that it’s the number one uh STD with teens today. They were already asking
me questions about it. So I knew they knew somebody or - cause most of em
can’t even say it when they see it. You know, they don’t even know how to
pronounce it, much less know much about it. And then you’ve got someone over
here asking questions about chlamydia or what about syphilis? What about
gonorrhea? By the questions they ask, you know they’ve been either exposed to it,
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they have been – gone to the health department or doctor for it, or somebody they
know real well.
For the teachers in my sample, a low sex-information baseline was understood to be
inherent to youth. Young people lack information about sex and this naiveté is part of
how teachers understand what it means to be young. When students enter SBSE with
factual information about sex, this violates a key assumption in teachers’ expectations of
youth. Consistent with existing literature on teachers and young people’s information
about sex, when students did come to class with factual information about sexuality,
teachers understood this to be evidence of sexual activity and believed it to be
inappropriate for the classroom (García 2009b). As with García’s findings, teachers in my
sample conflated ‘sexual information’ with ‘sexual activity’ and assumed that students
who asked informed questions or knew too much must have access to this information
because they are sexually active. For teachers who share Coach Hill and Ms. Anderson’s
perspectives that sexual information equates to evidence of sexual activity, there is no
space for an understanding of youth who have information about sex through some nonsex source – such as taking an extra-curricular sex education course, talking to their
parents, or engaging in youth health advocacy. Because sexual activity is understood as
inappropriate for youth, and sexual information is associated with sexual activity, these
teachers understand sexual information as somehow inappropriate for youth.
Teachers who believe sexual information is inappropriate for young people must
find way to make sense of their requirement to teach students about this inappropriate
subject. Nurse Wright describes her challenges in sex education instruction:
And, it, the curriculum does get pretty detailed when it talks about oral sex, anal
sex, vaginal sex, masturbation. Those are the kind of questions I get a lot is,
“What is oral sex?” “What is anal sex?” They’ve never heard of that. They just
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thought sex is just sex, you know. Especially the ones that aren’t having it –
which we hope none of them are, but I know that’s not always the case.
Here, Nurse Wright indicates that students who are familiar with these basic sexual
definitions are most likely sexually active, an undesirable trait for her students. At the
same time, when I asked her what makes someone a good student in a sex education
course, she responded:
That’s a tough question [laughs]. A good sex ed student? Well, definitely one that
at least knows what sex is, um, that has some general knowledge of what we’re
talking about. You know, like I said, we’ve had some 6th graders that had, I mean,
I could see it on their faces they were so lost. Um, and you can’t talk about sex if
you don’t know what it is, you know. It’s hard for them to understand. Um, you
know, open and willing to listen and uh pay attention. Have a clue what we’re
talking about. Um, preferably, for ours, since we’re teaching abstinence only, they
haven’t had sex yet… but since we’re trying to keep them from having it until
they get married, I guess they really need to be a virgin.
Taken together, these quotes highlight the imbalance between teacher understandings of
youth as definitionally sexually naïve and teacher understandings of their own role in
providing information about sex to children. In the first quote, when Nurse Wright is
speaking about young people in general, she conflates having information about sex with
being sexually active. In the second quote, Nurse Wright is speaking about young people
as students in sex education classes, and applies a new standard: one in which students
need to understand the material and have information about sexuality, but without being
sexually active. This contradiction between ‘being appropriate for young people’ and
‘knowing about sex’ was a common element in how teachers worked to understand
SBSE. Across the board, teachers’ approach to SBSE was grounded in a framework that
associated youth with sexual naiveté, and teachers in my sample grappled with how to
balance this idea about youth appropriateness with their roles as sex educators.
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Shaping kids’ sexual ideologies
Teachers in my sample had to work consciously to make sense of this balance in
their sex education classrooms. In my interview with Ms. Allen, who teaches abstinenceplus at a predominately-black, high-poverty rural high school, I asked what she felt was
the most important thing that students learn in SBSE. She responded:
To practice abstinence and protect yourself. Once you lose your virginity, you
don’t get it back, and that’s a precious gift that you should, you know, hold on to
and don’t just give it up to any and everybody, you know.
Ms. Allen wants her students to leave her class practicing a specific behavior, abstinence.
But it is equally important to her that they leave her class thinking a specific way about
virginity. Nurse Harris and Nurse Wright echoed Ms. Allen’s sentiments that the most
important lesson for students was how they would think about virginity:
I want them to, to care about themselves enough that they’re not gonna just give a
part of themselves away just because, you know? And treat it like, just treat it like
a game. I want them to understand that they’re important and that’s something
that they really need to think about and they need to think about their self-worth
and stay true to themselves (Nurse Harris).
We tell em you know, you want your marriage bed to be sacred and you want it to
be just between you and your husband and not you and all your partners and him
and all his partners and, you know, now that I’m older and wiser, and I’m not
their age, it’s so obvious. Why would you not want to do that? (Nurse Wright).
For the majority of teachers I interviewed, the most important lesson each wanted their
students to learn in SBSE was an ideological one. They wanted their students to learn not
only facts or behavioral guidelines about sex, but also to internalize a way of thinking
about sex that would form the basis for their sexual decision-making. Ms. Anderson went
so far as to describe the most important lesson in sex education to be:
Doing the right thing, being responsible. Trying to teach them to be responsible
young adults. They’re gonna, at some point they’re gonna be on their own. Be
responsible… The values. Having the right values.
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Sex education, for the teachers I interviewed, was not only about presenting students with
factual information about sex but was also (and perhaps, more importantly) about
teaching students to have “the right values.” Teachers use SBSE as a platform for
teaching young people not only information about sex, but also information about their
views of sexual appropriateness. They present sex education material with the intent of
simultaneously shaping the way their students behave and the way their students think
about sex. This integration of teachers’ viewpoints on sexual appropriateness and active
shaping of student thinking about sex is how teachers negotiate the dissonance between
understanding sex as inappropriate for youth and understanding their roles as sex
educators.
In our discussion of students’ understandings of sex, Coach Hill shared his
thoughts on how teachers should approach sex education:
I think every year [students] need to take the program just to get that little
reminder. They need to hear those consequences, cause those high school kids
now, they feel like they’re at that age where they need to have sex. These kids
now in 7th and 8th grade, you get them early cause they still think sex is
“Ewww!”
Coach Robinson agrees that sex education is most effective when students are younger.
In our interview, he explained that he feels SBSE is ineffective at preventing teen
pregnancy. He argues:
It’s too late. I think it needs to be done in the 5th grade, because when my
daughters were coming up here, my wife and I both sat down with my children
and discussed all of this stuff with them. It was horrifying for them [laughs]. They
put blankets over their heads and it was terrible.
Both Coaches attribute young people’s reluctance to talk about sex to an innate
characteristic of youth that causes students to hide under blankets and say “Eww!” when
sex is brought up. Both also feel that this youth-driven avoidance is useful in causing the
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ideas of adults to take hold with students and making sex education more effective. In
attempting to shape student thinking about sex, teachers report that student’s ways of
thinking about sex are malleable. They attribute this malleability directly to students’
ages. These teachers believe that, because they are children, students’ sexual ideologies
are more easily influenced.
Teachers go off-script when they go beyond the formal curriculum and introduce
their own values in an attempt to influence students’ sexual ideologies. For some of the
teachers in my sample, the SBSE classroom provided a platform for introducing “the
right values” to children and counteracting what teachers perceived to be flawed
parenting at home. To this end, Ms. Clark noted:
When I say get to the ones, there are some children, and, you know, in life that
there are some children that…that are more outgoing than others...Um, you see
them walking. I mean you see them after school hours. So, who’s giving them
great advice? And that’s what I mean when I say they are the ones that need to be
targeted. Those are the students that we need to see. Those who we see that um, a
little bit more aggressive, growing up faster. That parents may work often, not at
home in the afternoon. Those are the children that we need to see.
For Ms. Clark, the children that “need to be targeted’ are the ones with limited parental
supervision who she feels are not getting “great advice.” She goes on to describe the
antagonistic relationship between schools and parents in shaping young people’s sexual
ideologies:
I think the school should be like a secondary- well, with this generation, the
school has been handed so many responsibilities that we shouldn’t have to. But
then, somebody has to take the torch. Even though I don’t feel it should be the
school’s responsibility, but nowadays, the school is all we have.
Many of the teachers I interviewed, such as Mr. Adams, shared Ms. Clark’s perspective
that the SBSE classroom could be used to balance out the influence of parents:
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Sarah:

Well thinking about the information that kids already have
when they come into class, where do you think that comes
from?

Mr. Adams:

Truthfully, I mean, of course, TV. Nowadays I mean TV’s
getting worse and worse as days go by. Then you’ve got of
course, their parents. You don’t know what their parents
are doing. Which I’m not going to say the parents are bad
parents, but I believe they could be better role models than
what some of them be. And that’s what’s rubbing off on
these kids.

Sarah:

Can you give me some examples of like the things you see?

Mr. Adams:

Uh, [laughs] well I saw one of my students at WalMart and
she was with her mother and she was dressed like almost
identical to her mother, which was like skimpy clothes, low
cut shirt, everything. And it, you know, I’m just like, “Ok, I
see where, you know, she gets it now.” So, but like I said,
I’m not gonna say any names or anything like that, but I
mean, they can get that. I saw that right then, and I was
like, I see where they get it from now.

When I asked Mr. Adams what information students brought into the SBSE classroom,
he described only information that he considered problematic – information from the
media and from parents. Though Mr. Adams does not go so far as to claim outright that
parents are “bad parents” he does provide an example of parents influencing their kids’
approach to sexuality in a way of which he does not approve. While he never makes the
explicit connection to his disapproval of these parenting approaches, he goes off-script by
teaching his SBSE course without requiring parental consent letters from his students.
Though many teachers in my sample went off-script to counter parent approaches
to students’ sexual ideologies, a few teachers found it more necessary to counter the
ideologies proposed by schools and policymakers. Nurse Young teaches an abstinence-

89

plus course at an low-poverty, majority-white high school in a small city. She describes
the most important lesson she wants students to learn in her class:
But I guess if I think about what the end goal is – there’s so, there are a lot of end
goals, so it’s kind of hard to answer, um – but just on a very basic level, um, you
know. Oh, I guess I don’t know if I should say that. I mean, always always always
start off the class and every class saying, you know “Abstinence is really the only
way that you know that you are 100%-” …Um, but like we all know, teenagers
are gonna have sex – I mean some teenagers are gonna choose to have sex, you
know. And so I just, if I could get them to wear a condom from the beginning,
every time, the right way, that would be my biggest like take away.
Nurse Young knows that the school’s approved curriculum teaches that abstinence is the
only acceptable sexual decision for young people. For her, however, the most important
lesson for students is not to abstain (which she rejects as a real possibility) but to use
safer sex practices. For her students, the most important takeaway is that sex can be made
safer through certain protective measures; this is directly opposed to the core of the
abstinence-plus curriculum, which privileges failure rates over use strategies in its
discussion of safer sex measures. Her position on young people’s understanding of safer
sex informs how she goes off-script in teaching SBSE:
I show them Sanford’s sock video, because there’s a lot that you can teach them
about condoms that they don’t know, or myths that they’ve heard that don’t
necessarily, you don’t necessarily have to have a demonstration, like you know.
You have to use a water based lubricant, or don’t wear two condoms at one time,
or you know what I’m saying. Stuff like that that they don’t know. Um, and you
would be surprised what they don’t know. Um, and also just like stressing, uh,
using a condom with oral sex. That kind of thing. Things that they don’t think
about.
Nurse Young uses her SBSE classroom as a platform for influencing the way her students
think about sex and influencing their resulting behavior. Based on her comments, she
suggests that there are specific gaps in the formal curriculum. To address these gaps, she
augments the curriculum using the subversive sock demonstration video and adding
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information about safer sex practices involved in oral sex. The perspective that informs
Nurse Young’s approach to safer sex is the one she deems most appropriate to convey to
her students, even in spite of the formal regulations of her school.
In making sense of sex education and of their understandings of youth and
sexuality, teachers draw on their personal experiences as parents and as ex-children as
sources of information about what it means to be a young person. They struggle with the
contradiction between sexuality, which they reserve to the domain of adults, and sex
education, which is targeted at young people. To resolve this contradiction, they use the
platform of SBSE to attempt to shape young people’s behaviors and ideologies about sex
to more closely resemble their own, even when these ideologies may conflict with those
promoted by parents and by the school.
In their attempts to shape young people’s sexual ideologies, some of the teachers
in my sample enacted elements of the hidden curriculum. They presented information
about sexual values and norms as objective fact in their classrooms. These value-laden
lessons present youth sexuality as a social phenomenon; the proposed solutions offered in
class reflected broader schemes of privilege and oppression and worked to reproduce (or
more rarely, to challenge) inequality through students’ sexual socialization. In the next
sections, I address these inequalities and examine how the ways that teachers carry out
their SBSE classes may work to reproduce or to challenge them.
Gendering the Sex Education Classroom
Across all of my interviews, the gendering of the sex education classroom was a
constantly recurring theme. One immediate source of gendering in SBSE classes in
Mississippi is HB 999 itself, which requires that “boys and girls [are] to be separated into
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different classes by gender at all times when sex-related education is discussed or
taught,” literally gendering the classroom (Clarke et al. 2011). For students who did not
fit neatly into the legislature’s specified gender categories, teachers were left to make
challenging decisions. Nurse Young described one such decision:
Like this year, I mean I had a transgender student in class and um, that’s, it was an
issue because, um, you know, it’s [sigh] How do I even put it? So it was really
difficult. We haven’t dealt with a transgender student being in the class before and
he, formerly a she, like at first wanted to come and be in um, be with the guysboys. In the boys’ class. And the health teacher was like, “No, you need to go
with the girls.” And um, you know, I didn’t know exactly how to handle that. I
mean, where is the right place for this student to be? With the boys or the girls? I
guess according to law-? I don’t know.
Coach Robinson and Coach Martin expressed similar difficulties placing a transgender
student in their gender-segregated courses:
Coach Robinson:

Well, we have a student here who is, wants to be a boy.
She’s a girl that wants to be a boy. So there was a lot of
discussion where are we gonna - we didn’t know, the
administration and Coach Martin and I didn’t know what to
do with her. If she would be in the boys’ class or the girls’
class. I mean it was an honest question.

Sarah:

How was that decision made?

Coach Martin:

She decided.

Coach Robinson:

She decided she wanted to go with the girls.

Coach Martin:

Cause I said, “All girls,” this is the way I was, I said “All
girls come with me.” She came with me. So it never was a
question. So, which was good. It never came up.

For transgender students like the ones in Nurse Young’s and Coach Robinson and Coach
Martin’s schools, the mandatory gender segregation of SBSE classrooms act as a site of
marginalization. Nurse Young, Coach Robinson, and Coach Martin were left to interpret
the law according to their own understandings of what it means for a student to be a boy
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or a girl, and in both cases their decisions about gender took precedence over their
students’. For the student at Nurse Young’s school, his class assignment was in spite of
his request to be placed in the boys’ class. For the student at Coach Robinson and Coach
Martin’s school, though he seemed to indicate his consent to participate in the girls’ class,
both teachers’ misgendering of him suggests that he may not have expected to have any
other choice. As a result of teachers making sense of mandatory gender segregation, both
of these students were assigned to classrooms that did not align with their gender identity.
Beyond the literal gender divide of SBSE classes, teachers’ ways of thinking
about gender, youth, and sexuality also shaped the way they presented information. These
perspectives contributed to the gendering of the sex education classroom. Teachers
gendered their SBSE classes through presenting sexual risk as a function of gender,
through their discussions of same-sex relationships, and through essentialist framings of
gender and sexual behavior.
Presenting sexual risk as gendered
Though the formal curriculum across both AOUME and abstinence-plus presents
youth sexual activity as inherently risky, teachers presented this risk as being different for
girls and boys. Mr. Adams described the most important lesson he wanted students to
learn in his class: “If I had to narrow it down to one, and I would, it would have to be the
whole, yeah, diseases are bad, but some of them can be cured. If you got a young’un,
there’s not no curing that.”
Like Mr. Adams, participants often cited teen pregnancy as the major risk of
sexual activity among young people. Mr. Davis, who teaches at the same school as Ms.
Allen, described his views on adolescent pregnancy:
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And I really think girls, once they know something, seems like to me they’ll – you
can talk to some of em, some of em and they are a little ashamed to have known
this and still gone out and let it happen. It’s something seems like that’s become,
you know, cause I did talk to one of the young ladies. I knew her very well and
she was just like “I’m just ash – I knew better. I’m so ashamed of myself.” The
attitude was straining her to know that she had been taught and had been informed
and to let it happen, so I’m thinking that’s sinking in a little bit from just talking
to that one young lady.
Here, Mr. Davis conveys that this young woman ‘let [pregnancy] happen’ even though
she ‘had been informed’ and therefore should have known better and is now ‘a little
ashamed’. In describing her unintended pregnancy, he presents the situation as hers alone
to have avoided. Like Mr. Davis, many other teachers in my sample defaulted to
describing pregnancy as a risk that girls were primarily responsible for avoiding. These
teachers echoed Mr. Davis’ idea that girls are expected to act as sexual gatekeepers,
taking sole responsibility for avoiding sex and its negative consequences. Nurse Harris
described her approach to the topic:
Nurse Harris:

I did have one child that, she’s in 7th grade and um, she, she
was actually caught doing something with a boy and she
was suspended for being – I think they were having sex
behind the bleachers after school one day. And she was,
um, she was suspended, and I’m thinking “Well she didn’t
listen to a thing I said” um [laughs] So, and then we like,
we have a girl who, who was in 8th grade and most of the
kids all know each other and I kind of used her as an
example. I said, you know, she, she got pregnant and she’s
not at school right now because she, she’s pregnant. Um,
she got suspended for something else, but I use her as an
example with these girls and these guys and say, you know,
do you think that’s where she wants to be right now, is to
be a mom at her age?

Sarah:

With the student that got suspended for being behind the
bleachers, was she with another student?

Nurse Harris:

Another male student, yes

Sarah:

Was he suspended as well?
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Nurse Harris:

Yes he was

Nurse Harris notes that the students at her school ‘all know each other’ and so she uses
two girls as examples of the negative consequences of sexual activity. Though one of the
girls was involved with a boy at the school who received the same negative consequence
(suspension) and whom the other students would have presumably known, it did not
occur to Nurse Harris to include the boy as an example in her class. In this instance, in
which Nurse Harris goes off-script through assumption, she only makes examples of
girls, and indicates to her class that the sexual behavior of girls is more rigorously policed
and more profound in its consequences than the behavior of boys.
Though Nurse Harris conveys her understanding of girls as sexual gatekeepers in
an implicit way, other teachers were explicit about this concept. Coach Hill described his
warnings to girl students in his class:
Coach Hill:

Um, I always use the term with the girls: “Don’t let another
boy take your cookies.”

Sarah:

Cookies?

Coach Hill:

Uh huh. I always, I use that word ‘cookies.’ Don’t let
another boy take your cookies

Sarah:

And they know what that means?

Coach Hill:

Yeah, they know what it means.

When Coach Hill tells girls not to let a boy ‘take their cookies,’ he means that girls are
responsible for not consenting to sex and thereby giving up something valuable about
themselves that they are obligated to protect and boys are likely to attempt to “take.” This
framing, like the rose petal example that Ms. Jones described previously, establishes
virginity as an important attribute that can be lost and not regained. For girls in particular,
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this loss is significant and girls are taught in SBSE that they should avoid it. Nurse Lee
goes off-script to convey the importance of this sexual purity message to the girls in her
class:
I’ll, I asked the question to em, I remember this, and I said “Now how many guys
in here would want a girl that has slept with 10 boys?” Not one boy raised their
hand. I said, “So now, ladies, don’t you see? They don’t want you sharing your
goods.” I said, “So if you go and you sleep with this guy and that guy and that
guy,” I said, “you break up with this one and you develop a relationship with him
and you sleep with him,” I said, “You’re gonna, you’re gonna have that total. And
you’re gonna have that total pretty soon.”
In this discussion, Nurse Lee presents several gendered messages about sexuality to the
girls in her class, specifically that they are responsible for maintaining a low number of
sexual partners, that their sexual worth is determined by what this number is, and that
their sexual worth is determined by “how many guys in here would want” them. The boys
in Nurse Lee’s class are also presented with the message that their opinions of girls’
sexual histories determine girls’ worth, and that their own sexual histories are not a
relevant matter of discussion. These gendered messages about girls’ roles as sexual
gatekeepers reflect existing literature which finds that girls sexuality is presented as
passive or absent in the sex education classroom (Fine 1988; Fine and McClelland 2006;
Tolman 1994). In presenting girls’ sexuality as passive, teachers reinforce dominant ways
of thinking about gender and femininity which portray girls’ sexual agency as diminished
(Fine 1988; Fine and McClelland 2006; Tolman 1994).
Like Nurse Lee, many of the teachers in my sample conveyed specific messages
to boys about what men’s sexuality should look like. Mr. Davis described his experiences
teaching sex education to boys:
And I think boys, especially the ones that I’m talking to now, they uh, you know,
it’s, it’s, to be clearly and say “I’m gonna abstain” uh, I bet you out of the 13 that
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I have, the ones that really [laughs] try to, you know, try to stick with what we’ve
been doing, it’s probably like 50%. Some of those guys in class already saying
“Man, I ain’t gonna wait that long.” You can hear em talking. “I ain’t gonna be no
virgin.”
Though he teaches an AOUME curricula, and described previously his understanding of
young women’s responsibility to abstain from sex, he notes here that he does not hold the
same expectation for young men. Like Nurse Lee and Mr. Davis, many of the teachers in
my sample used a different set of expectations when teaching boys about sex than when
teaching girls. These expectations of boys’sexuality were informed by teachers’ support
of a normative masculinity in which the only valid sexuality for men was one that
sexually objectified women and exempted men from the demands of sexual purity placed
on women.
Teachers also used this normative masculinity frame to teach boys about sexual
responsibility. In discussing boys’ roles in preventing unintended pregnancy, Nurse
Harris had the following conversation with her class:
You know and I asked the boys, I said “Well what would you do if that was your
sister?” I said, you know, and they said, “We’d beat him up.” So you know, I kind
of make em see it from a situation, “Well what if it was in your situation? If you
had a sister and this happened to her? You know. So you wouldn’t want to do that
to somebody else because if it was your family member, this is the approach you
would take. You would not want it done to her.” So that’s how I discuss it with
them.
In this framing, boys are taught that doing masculinity means that they are responsible for
protecting the women in their lives from other men, that this protection is violent in
nature, and that the threat of violence from other men is the motivating force behind their
own sexual responsibility. Women in this discussion are not agentic actors and instead
are described only in their relationship to men: as sexual partners or as family members.
Students in Coach Green’s class were presented with a similar lesson about violence and
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men’s responsibility in intimate relationships. When I asked Coach Green if his class
included discussions of dating violence, he responded:
Coach Green:

But, uh, yeah, so we briefly went over [a lesson about
dating violence] and all of em were like, cause we don’t do
that around here…We don’t-we don’t beat up on women.
And so, we just went on and went, went past it. I will say
this, that this, uh, just watching the kids, I don’t know if it’s
something instilled in this little community or whatever,
but, um, they-they really don’t-even the guys don’t tolerate
stuff like that. You know? So-

Sarah:

When you say they don’t tolerate stuff like that-

Coach Green:

Like we had an incident earlier in the year where a guy,
um, pushed – violently, I would say – a girl in the head
away and the other guys took care of that. You know, in a
violent way.

Coach Green believes that the students in his class do not need to discuss dating violence
because the school community has already indicated that it does not ‘tolerate’ such
behavior. He makes a decision about what material to present (or omit) from his class
based on his understanding of an appropriate response to dating violence as violent
retribution by other men. Like the boys in Nurse Lee’s class, boys in Coach Green’s class
are taught that they should not engage in certain behaviors relative to women due to the
threat of violence from other men. They are taught that, when one man treats a woman
badly, it is the responsibility of other men to enforce this sanction.
The way that teachers in my sample talk about boys’ sexuality works to reproduce
hegemonic masculinity in the sex education classroom. Connell and Messerschmidt
highlight key features of hegemonic masculinity, noting that “it embodied the currently
most honored way of being a man, it required all other men to position themselves in
relation to it, and it ideologically legitimated the global subordination of women to men”
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(2005:832). The approaches to boys’ sexualities among the participants in my sample
identify a valid masculinity as one that is violent and irresponsible, with responsibilities
only enforced by threat. These teachers uphold one expression of sexuality for men as the
expected standard and present any other expression as deviant (such as that of boys do
conform to the abstinence standard or that of boys who are same sex attracted, which I
discuss in the following section). In these classrooms, women are objectified, presented
as victims to be fought over. From these lessons, boys learn that they have certain
responsibilities to the women with whom they are in relationships, not because of their
equal status as partners, but because these women may be important in some way to other
men. In these ways, the sex education classroom acts as a site of reproduction of
hegemonic masculinity as boys are formally taught to understand their sexualities relative
to normative masculinity and gender hierarchy.
Teachers in this study present the risks of sexual behavior as highly gendered.
Students are taught that girls have responsibilities as sexual gatekeepers. Sex is presented
as damaging to girls, and girls’ virginity status is presented as valuable and in need of
protection. Students are also taught that masculine sexual expression does not value
virginity or obligate men to the sexual purity standards reserved for women. Boys’ sexual
behavior is presented as regulated not by a decrease in their worth as sexual actors, but by
sanctioning from other men. This gendered risk theme was ubiquitous through my
interviews and was a frequent site in which teachers went off-script.
Addressing same-sex relationships
In presenting sexual risk as functioning differently for girls and boys, teachers
present the default romantic relationship as one between a man and a woman. Though the
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nine state-approved curricula vary slightly on their approach to same-sex relationships,
each provides very little guidance about how teachers should address these issues when
they arise in class. This lack of input from the formal curricula is important because,
absent a framework for discussing same-sex relationships in the curriculum, any choice
to discuss issues of same-sex sexuality is an active decision by teachers. Classroom
discussions of same-sex sexuality reflected teachers’ ways of thinking about sex, gender,
and sexuality. Each of the teachers I interviewed used one of three approaches to
presenting information about same-sex sexuality in class: avoidance, overt homophobia,
or subversive inclusion.
First, most teachers used a total avoidance strategy. When I asked Coach Green
about discussions of same-sex relationships, he noted that his class does not cover the
topic at all, and offered a justification:
Sarah:

So, is sex ed here covering same sex relationships at all?

Coach Green: Um, no I didn’t with the guys. Um, we didn’t have anyone
that had same sex relationships, so there was no need.
For Coach Green, same-sex sexual relationships represent a niche issue. Because he was
not aware of any students in his classes “that had same sex relationships,” he did not
address material on this topic. Nurse Wright also noted the lack of discussion of same-sex
attraction in her classes: “No. We try to steer clear of that. [Laughs]. And it’s really not in
there, um, I’m trying to think if it’s ever mentioned at all. I don’t think so, uhn uh.” For
Nurse Wright, same-sex relationships are a topic to “steer clear of.” For her, these
relationships represent a controversial or deviant form of sexual expression that she
actively avoids bringing up in her classes. Teachers’ silence on same-sex sexuality is a
100

significant expression of their own heteronormativity. As detailed in previous sections,
both Coach Green and Nurse Wright were compelled to go off-script to address other
sexuality issues they deemed important (dating violence and abortion, respectively). In
addressing same-sex relationships, however, they made an active choice to defer to the
silence of the curriculum. The erasure of same-sex sexuality in these classrooms is an
example of the evaded curricula (American Association of University Women 1992;
Fields 2008). This approach minimizes same-sex sexuality, rendering it invisible, reifying
the heterosexism of the curriculum, and marginalizing sexual minority students (Fields
2008; García 2009b; Pascoe 2005). Teachers in my sample like Coach Green and Nurse
Wright reinforced heteronormativity in their classes by avoiding discussing same sex
sexuality at all, treating it as irrelevant or inappropriate for sex education.
While most of the teachers I interviewed used this Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell
approach to discussing same-sex attraction in class, others took a more direct approach to
addressing these issues. Some teachers expressed overt homophobia and presented their
political positions on LGBTQ issues as fact within the sex education classroom. As
quoted above, Ms. Clark went off-script through disagreement to teach her students that
she did not approve of same-sex relationships – that “it’s not right.” Coach Hill shared
Ms. Clark’s approach:
Well, first of all, I tell em, um, I believe, as far as what I think about that, um, I
just tell em, I mean, that’s a choice you make if you decide you’re gonna talk to
another sex, but um, the way God made us, God made us an Adam and Eve not an
Eve and Eve. He made us to reproduce with the opposite sex, um, so that being
said, there’s definitely some higher consequences of you having sex with your
same gender just because of, that’s not how it’s made to go. Um, especially for
the male to male deal, that just, it’s not a pretty picture. Um and now you’re
involved in anal sex and there’s only one thing supposed to be coming out of your
anus and that’s feces. It’s not made for something to go in it unless you are
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constipated [chuckle]. So um, I tell em, say “Times are different now. You’re
gonna be challenged. You’re gonna be flirted with by the same gender and just
depends on, you know, how educated you are on that and how you’ve been
raised.” I tell em it’s not made to do it. It’s not made for you to be, having sex
with your same gender.
Coach Hill’s lesson to his students clearly indicates his antagonism toward same-sex
relationships. In this discussion alone, he teaches students that there are religious bases
for avoiding same-sex relationships, that same-sex sexuality is physically damaging, and
that people who are same-sex attracted will attempt to engage with them and that they are
responsible for demonstrating their education and upbringing by avoiding these advances.
Students in classrooms like Coach Hill’s and Ms. Clark’s are taught their teachers’
homophobia alongside the formal SBSE curriculum. For these teachers, their opposition
to same-sex attraction merited going off-script to discourage students from participating
in same-sex relationships.
Finally, a small group of teachers in my sample went off-script in order to make
their SBSE materials more inclusive of sexual orientation. Nurse Young, for instance,
includes information about her school’s Gay-Straight Alliance in class and personally
sought out inclusiveness training to better address the needs of sexual minority students:
I mean, we have a gay straight alliance that meets every week. Um, and it’s, it’s
definitely something that, you know, an issue that is being addressed here, if that
makes sense. But it’s so complicated when you’re talking about the specifics of
sex. Like, to, to make sure that you’re all encompassing. So that’s why I’m
excited about this workshop, cause I just want to make sure. It’s so easy to just
really and truly, you just end up falling into, when you’re teaching heterosexual
sex, you know.
Here, Nurse Young expresses her commitment to avoiding heteronormativity in the
SBSE classroom and her use of supplementary materials to address perceived gaps in the
curriculum. Ms. Walker teaches an abstinence-only course at a high school in an low102

poverty, majority-white school district. She notes that she has adapted her terminology
and made an active effort to avoid heterosexism in her SBSE classes:
I’ve started to use things like, um, with their “partner”, now as opposed to your
“husband and wife” you know, cause we talk about marriage in class and I’ll use
words like “your partner” because, I said, you know, things have changed now, so
you know, it could be “your partner” so we just don’t do the “husband and wife”
thing anymore. I have changed to partner, so I’m getting there.
For teachers like Nurse Young and Ms. Walker, the inclusion of same-sex sexuality in
SBSE coursework is an important aspect of teaching about sexual behavior. These
teachers explicitly addressed same-sex relationships, answered student questions about
same-sex attraction without expressing antagonism, or edited curricular materials to make
them more applicable to students regardless of sexual orientation. They go off-script in
order to incorporate these materials and to include their potentially marginalized students.
Teachers’ approaches to same-sex sexuality reflect their overall understandings of
gender and sexual behavior. When teachers choose to go off-script in teaching about
same-sex relationships, they indicate the importance they place on upholding or, more
rarely, challenging heteronormativity in how students are taught about sexuality. When
teachers choose to go off-script for some topics, but remain silent on the issue of samesex attraction, they contribute to the invisibility of sexual minority students and express
their approval of a method of teaching young people about sex in which same-sex
attraction is considered inappropriate or irrelevant. The approach of teachers in my
sample to addressing same-sex sexuality echo García’s findings that teachers
heterosexualize the sex education classroom by presenting same-sex sexuality as invalid
or inappropriate (2012; 2009b).
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Essentializing gender
The final way that teachers in my sample gendered the sex education classroom
was by incorporating an essentialist ideology of gender into their lessons and presenting
this essentialization as fact. Gender essentialism is a formal component of several of
Mississippi’s SBSE curricula, so the boundaries between teacher’s presentations as onscript and off-script are less clear than in other areas of the curriculum. Some teachers,
such as Coach Johnson, remained on-script to teach about gender essentialism, but clearly
used this ideology to teach off-script about gendered behavior in other lessons. She
describes her use of material in the formal curriculum to teach about gender differences
as innate:
And the kids think it’s funny in this part when you tell em “men are like
microwaves and women are like crock pots.” [Laughs] You know, it takes em a
while to catch on, but men all they gotta do is see it and it’s real quick and they’re
ready to get it on, and women, you gotta swoon em in, you know, and whatever.
So. [laughs] Um, and it talks about how men have waffle brains, they can
compartmentalize. Like, I don’t know what it says girls have, but their thoughts
are all over the place like, you know, you can, the example is, both of em play
basketball and they have a basketball game that night, a boy and a girl and they
had sex the night before. The boy’s gonna put that in another compartment, he’s
not thinking about it, all he’s thinking about is basketball. But the girl can’t hardly
play the game cause that’s all she can think about. Like boys compartmentalize
and girls can’t.
For the SBSE teachers at Coach Johnson’s school, this understanding of gender as
essential shapes how they present material in class. For instance, the girls’ and boys’
classes learn different, gender-specific lessons about sexual consent. These lessons are
presented as natural distinctions between how boys and girls think about sex:
Mmhmm. I mean, you know the boys’ sex ed teacher’s not here, but he tells me,
you know I teach the girls how to avoid the situation and how to say ‘no’ and he
says ‘I spend all my time trying to teach them, what’s pressuring them and what’s
not pressuring them. Like how you’re coming on too strong or if you’re not
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coming on too strong.’ And that’s what he spends his time on, and I spend my
time on how to say no or how to get out of situations.
At this school, faculty members’ understandings of gender as innate and as informing
sexual behavior, lead to boys and girls being taught categorically different lessons about
sexual consent. Other teachers took their understandings of gender essentialism and sex
further. Mr. Adams felt that his own gender prevented him from being able to answer
questions from girls about sexuality:
I think it’s, if a kid has a question and if it’s a girl, it’s a lot easier for me to direct
them to the counselor since she’s female. Guys, I mean, I, I do the, answer it the
best I possibly can.
For Mr. Adams, the school counselor’s gender made her a better option for answering
girls’ questions about sex, even though he was trained to teach SBSE and she was not.
Their presumed inherent gender differences weighed more heavily in their qualifications
than did their formal trainings.
Like Coach Johnson and Mr. Adams, Nurse Lee brought her own understandings
of gender essentialism into the classroom. She presented a full, off-script lesson on the
innate differences in how men and women think by combining her boys’ and girls’
classes:
So with that curriculum, um, it basically gave them an idea of that guys and girls
think differently. Most of our teens are clueless as to what the other sex is
thinking and so when they were put together, seemed like they kind of got a firsthand look at what the guys was thinking about them. You see, most of the time,
they don’t know. They just hear what their friend girls of the same sex saying, but
they don’t really understand what the guys feel. So in this curriculum, and the fact
of being able to bring em together, you could see what the guys felt versus what
the girls felt, and they were looking at each other’s reactions. So therefore, it
brought about, “Ok, oh, so he thinking this. Oh, she’s thinking that.” You know,
and so it kind of got them to seeing that, you know, everybody don’t see it the
way – they don’t view sex in the same way. Whereas a guy may feel like, um,
they don’t have to have a close relationship to um have sex whereas girls feel like,
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this is a commitment, this is a, an attachment and, and they develop more of a
bond
When teachers present information about gender as deterministic or essential in class,
they present an understanding of gender that chalks the differences in men and women up
to biological characteristics. By describing specific characteristics of men and women as
innate (such as women’s inability to compartmentalize or men’s lack of necessity for
close relationships) they present specific modes of doing gender as natural or correct.
They formally teach their students that these normative gender expressions are more
valued than others. In their foundational work on the social construction of gender, West
and Zimmerman highlight how presenting gender differences as innate works to uphold
existing gender hierarchy:
Doing gender also renders the social arrangements based on sex category
accountable as normal and natural, that is, legitimate ways of organizing social
life. Differences between women and men that are created by this process can
then be portrayed as fundamental and enduring dispositions. In this light, the
institutional arrangements of a society can be seen as responsive to the
differences-the social order being merely an accommodation to the natural order.
Thus if, in doing gender, men are also doing dominance and women are doing
deference…the resultant social order, which supposedly reflects "natural
differences," is a powerful reinforcer and legitimator of hierarchical arrangements
(1987:146).
By teaching students that differences in boys’ and girls’ sexual expression are the
inevitable result of their unchanging gender, teachers contribute to the reproduction of
sexism and the reification of a binary system of gender.
Teachers gender the sex education classroom by teaching that sex is different for
boys and girls. My participants overwhelmingly taught students that girls experience
sexual risk differently than boys and it is primarily their responsibility to abstain. They
taught students that boys think about sex differently than girls and are expected to
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conform to the guidelines of hegemonic masculinity in their sexual expression and
relationships. Teachers presented an array of perspectives on same-sex relationships, each
revealing the instructor’s own ways of thinking about sexuality and gender. Overall,
teachers’ approaches to gendering their SBSE classes reinforced the idea that gender is a
naturally occurring binary system, that heterosexuality is the expected form of sexual
expression, and that violent and sexually irrepressible masculinity is the most valid form
of sexual expression available to boys. Teachers went off-script in ways that used their
classrooms to reproduce dominant ideologies about gender. In these ways, the sex
education classroom acts as a site of reproduction for structural sexism. These lessons in
sexism demonstrate an aspect of the hidden curriculum at work in sex education as
teachers instruct students not only about sex, but also about how to understand and enact
their own positions in a stratified system of genders and sexualities.
Racializing and Classing the Sex Education Classroom
The information that teachers presented in SBSE was often classed and racialized.
These classed and racialized approaches to understanding sex worked to reinforce and
reproduce structural classism and racial hierarchy. Classism and racism were integrated
into the SBSE classroom both in how students were taught about sexuality and in how
teachers judged students’ behavior.
Classing Sexuality
The teachers in my sample often occupied different class positions than the
students in their classrooms. All of the teachers I interviewed had at least a college degree
and occupied full-time, salaried positions. For teachers in high-poverty school districts,
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most of the families in their communities did not share these educational or occupational
statuses. Teachers in my sample were generally aware of these class differences. Mr.
Adams, for instance, discussed the class differences among students at his mediumpoverty school:
I mean I see some kids that wear the same shirt two or three days a week. I see,
you see some that are you know, have the nicest clothes that you can possibly get.
Some that have, you know, not bad clothes, but like middle class. Like myself, I
consider myself wearing something like this [blue jeans and a tshirt with a
national name brand logo], you know, nothing spectacular, but I’m middle class.
You can, you can tell the difference in what kids wear and in which ones have
lower incomes.
Like Mr. Adams, Nurse Harris also took note of class distinctions among her students:
It’s like, I guess they, um I don’t know. I don’t if they, maybe they don’t want the
responsibility, maybe they don’t, they don’t trust that their child’s gonna use their
judgment, so it’s, I don’t know if you would say that they’re being precautionary
because these type of parents…But then again, I’m a nurse and I’m educated, you
know, and some of these parents are not. They just know that they don’t, they
don’t want their child getting pregnant. They’re not – that’s just the simplest way
to go ahead and give em birth control.
According to Nurse Harris, parents who are less educated than she is will put their
children on birth control because it is “simple” and because they “don’t want the
responsibility.” She indicates that her understanding of responsible sexual behavior is a
classed one in which better educated parents discuss abstinence with their children while
lesser educated parents “go ahead and give em birth control.” She infers that children
from homes with lesser educated parents will fail to abstain from sex. Like Mr. Adams
and Nurse Harris, many of the teachers I interviewed drew a direct connection between
class status and sexual behavior, associating lower socioeconomic status with increased
rates of sexual activity. Coach Martin and Coach Robinson share Nurse Harris’ view that
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children from lower class households will be more likely to engage in unacceptable
sexual behavior:
Coach Martin:

I think with girls they need to learn more how to respect
theirselves and to treat their bodies and their selves with a
lot more respect. Because after I heard, you know, what
they think a guy can do, they’ll let guys do basically
whatever because they’re nice to em. I think girls need to
learn a lot more self-respect because that was very
disturbing, was how they thought. I hate to say it like that,
but that’s what I gathered. Now, in the past at other places
I’ve been, I do not gather that like I did here. It was very
upsetting to hear.

Sarah:

Do you have any sense of why it might be different here?

Coach Martin:

I think maybe like we said, the more-

Coach Robinson:

Socioeconomic status here.

Coach Martin:

Right. I think that’s the case.

The understanding of socioeconomic status and sexual activity that Coach Martin, Coach
Robinson, and Nurse Harris share is reflective of many teachers in my sample. These
teachers understood students from lower and working class families to be more likely to
engage in unacceptable sexual behavior.
Some teachers extended this understanding, drawing a link between students’
current socioeconomic status, sexual behavior patterns, and potential lifetime class
mobility. Coach Green argued that this relationship between class status and sexuality
was the most important lesson for students to learn in sex education:
From sex ed, the most important thing to take away is abstinence is best. Unless
you’re looking forward to a life of poverty, you know, pretty much. You know,
so, uh, you know, as long as they understand, is the risk you know, worth the
reward?

109

Nurse Moore also taught students that their sexual behavior was related to their
socioeconomic status, specifically through unintended pregnancy:
How poverty is – the number one predictor of poverty is if you have a baby before
you’re 21. And so I go through the whole nine yards and a lot of them are coming
from single parent homes and mothers who got pregnant early and they see all the
different effects. You know and I think they suffer because mom got pregnant
early, father’s not there, got one job trying to sustain a household.
Here, Nurse Moore teaches her students not only that their sexual choices shape their
socioeconomic outcomes, but also that these choices are influenced by their
socioeconomic status at present. The lesson she presents teaches a classed message about
sexual behavior. She teaches students that the negative relationship between class
mobility and adolescent pregnancy is not a structural lack of support for low income
families, but is instead a function of young people having sex at what she believes is an
inappropriate time.
The teachers in my sample classed SBSE by teaching students that a relationship
exists between sexual behavior and class and that the sexual behavior of poor and
working class people is less acceptable than that of middle class and affluent people.
They teach that the relationship between poverty and unintended pregnancy is the natural
outcome of inappropriate sexual behavior, rather than structural classism. These lessons
in sex and class work to reproduce structural classism. Further, they deliver these
messages in a context of high concentrations of poverty - thus when teachers attribute
poverty to family structure, they not only attempt to shape students’ own future family
formation, they also present the families in which their students are born and raised as
problematic. In these classrooms, students are taught that support for intimate
relationships is a benefit of class privilege.
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Racializing Sexuality
Teachers in my sample understood youth sexual behavior as not only classed, but
also racialized. In discussing the relationship between race and sexuality, teachers often
used coded language to indicate racialized meanings without directly attributing their
perceptions to race. Coach Johnson, who is a white teacher at a predominantly black
school, described her students’ families using coded racial language:
They’re being raised by kids that, I mean, you know, a lot of em - I’m teaching
kids right now that I went to school with their parents. I have a five year old, I
don’t have a fifteen year old. I mean, you know, they’re - and then you know, our
town is really- Unemployment rate’s really high. There’s no – you know parents
are working, but they’re working nights. They’re not at home. I mean, I hear from
kids all the time, ‘my mama works at night. When I get home from school, she’s
going to work. I don’t see her again until I’m getting up to go to school and she’s
going to bed.’ So, who’s running your house? And I ask em, who’s taking care of
your baby sisters or baby brothers? ‘We are. We have to cook supper. We have to
do everything.’ And then, so you know, other stuff’s going on at home that
shouldn’t be going on. They’re not being watched.
Coach Johnson begins by highlighting that her students’ families are different from her
own. She describes the differences between these families and her own using an array of
stereotypes of black families, including: that her students were born to teen parents, that
their parents are unemployed or are working low-income jobs, that the parents do not
properly supervise their children, that children are caring for multiple younger siblings in
their parents’ absence, and that families are just generally deficient and “other stuff’s
going on at home that shouldn’t be going on.” Coach Johnson argues that students from
these families arrive at SBSE with anti-abstinence ways of thinking about sex and are
already sexually active with the consent of their parents. She notes that she cannot tell her
students “just don’t do it” because “they already have the belief ‘it’s ok, my mama don’t
say it’s bad or she doesn’t care’ or so.” Through her use of coded racial language and
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stereotypes of black families, Coach Johnson expresses a racialized understanding of
youth of color as hypersexualized and of black families as holding deficient, antiabstinence views on their children’s’ sexual behavior.
Like Coach Johnson, Mr. Miller also used coded racial language to describe
students’ family backgrounds and his racialized understanding of parent support for
abstinence. In describing parents’ support of his school’s AOUME curriculum, he notes
that:
We don’t have um, we don’t have issues…Cause this school district is well
supported by the community, but I work with other districts, in the Delta I work
with some of them, and they just don’t have the kind of community and the kind
of staff and it just changes wherever you go.
Mr. Miller compares his school district (which is low-poverty and majority-white) against
“the Delta,” a notoriously impoverished and predominantly black region of the state.
Here, my own positionality is particularly relevant. Having grown up white in
Mississippi, I recognize this term immediately as one that white people in the state often
use to discuss black communities without explicitly mentioning race. Because of the
widespread racial segregation in Mississippi, within-state geographic descriptors like ‘the
Delta’ are often an immediately accessible source of coded language about race. Mr.
Miller notes that parents in his majority-white community support the school’s abstinence
agenda, unlike parents in the Delta – meaning black parents – who do not have the right
“kind of community” and who do have “issues.”
This use of coded language was the most common way that teachers presented
racialized understandings of youth sexuality. Less frequently, teachers presented overtly
racialized understandings of youth sexuality, and incorporated their views on racial
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hierarchy into the SBSE classroom. For instance, Ms. Anderson discusses her uneasiness
with her students’ interracial romantic relationships:
But with relationships now, I was taught different than they are taught, so
that’s…I just try to emphasize values. Color of skin, that’s up to that person, what
they choose. But choose the values. If yall have the same values, it doesn’t matter
if you’re pink and yellow… But they don’t see color. And I don’t see color as a
teacher, but I guess in relationships I always did. So that’s been something I’ve
had to adjust within me, you know. I’ve had to look at it differently, but again,
you know. I don’t ever think about the color of them, but you know when couples
get together, whether it’s a mixed - it’s just, you’re in the South. It’s not that
acceptable. It’s more than it used to be and you’re seeing it more and you’re
gonna see it more, so you might as well just accept it and go on.
Though Ms. Anderson discusses the contemporary pressure she feels to “just accept it
and go on” she explicitly states that she is uncomfortable with interracial relationships
and that students of different races will have different sexual values. This racialized
lesson in sexual values is one she presents to her students in order to explain to them why
interracial relationships are “not that acceptable.”
Like Ms. Anderson, Nurse Harris is also explicit in her views on the relationship
between race and sexual behavior. Though she notes that racial disparities in adolescent
pregnancy are shrinking, she points out that students of color have the highest rate of
adolescent pregnancy. She believes that adolescent pregnancy is racialized and is a
function of deficient family structures stereotypically associated with black families:
It used to, it used to be you know, you would say more black people than white
people. But now, it’s almost equal. You know, you almost have the same white
girls as black girls getting pregnant. It’s not, um, it’s not really divided anymore. I
will say this, a lot of times the girls who do get pregnant come from broken
homes where they’re lacking a father figure or they’re lacking a parent figure and
it’s like maybe they almost do it on purpose because they, they need to feel, they
need to have that, a baby or something to make them feel wanted and to fill a
void.
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For many of the teachers I interviewed, youth sexual behavior took on meanings
associated with race, with the behavior of students of color receiving the highest scrutiny
and the behavior of white students being more often condoned. Teachers discussed
students of color as being more ‘at-risk’ of participating in inappropriate sexual behaviors
or encountering negative sexual consequences than white students. Many of the teachers
in my sample held racialized understandings of youth sexuality that reflected their own
attitudes toward racial hierarchy. Without exception, when teachers discussed their
understandings of racialized sexualities (either overtly or through coded language) they
found the sexual behavior of students of color to be somehow problematic. Often, the
frames they used to discuss race and sexuality evoked elements of colorblind ideology
and specifically the frame of cultural racism (Bonilla-Silva 2010). Teachers in my sample
argued that students of color were hypersexual, and that this hypersexuality was at odds
with the SBSE curriculum. Understanding youth of color as hypersexual is an expression
of racism highlighted throughout the literature on youth, race, and sexuality (Connell and
Elliott 2009; Roberts 1999). Further, they described how they translated these racialized
understandings of sexuality directly into the material they presented in class. The white
supremacy narrative underlying teachers’ understandings of youth sexual behavior
reflects a broader, structural system in which the bodies, sexualities, reproduction, and
families of people of color are depicted as dangerous or deficient and used to justify
racial hierarchy (Davis 1981; Roberts 1999, 2009; Solinger 2001). Through teachers’
presentations of sexuality as racialized, students receive messages about what sexualities
are valuable, what sexualities are dangerous, and how to evaluate their own position
within this system in terms of their racial identities.
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Judging Students
Beyond presenting racialized and classed messages about sex as part of classroom
instruction, teachers also used racialized and classed understandings of sex to interpret
student behavior. Several of the teachers I interviewed described low-income students
and students of color to be their most difficult students to manage in their SBSE classes.
Nurse Reed, for example, described her most challenging students to me:
Sarah:

Can you think about a student that you may have had that
was maybe more challenging?

Nurse Reed:

Yeah, I’ve had a lot of those.

Sarah:

What does that look like?

Nurse Reed:

And those are usually um, kids that are on the lower end
um whose parents are not involved much at all with them.
They’re the kids that, you know, probably don’t make real
good grades in school, ok? Their moms are probably
having to work a couple of jobs, um, and typically those
kids are the ones that maybe have failed. Repeaters. Um,
and they tend to kind of be a little bullyish, and kind of
little attitudes.

The language Nurse Reed uses here to describe her most problematic students is replete
with coded language invoking stereotypes of youth of color, including that her difficult
students have uninvolved parents, make poor grades, are raised by single mothers, and
have bad attitudes. She explicitly defines these challenging students as low-income,
because they are “on the lower end” and their “moms are probably having to work a
couple of jobs.” For Nurse Reed, classed and racialized understandings of youth sexual
behavior translate directly into how she understands her students in SBSE. Her most
challenging students are those whose marginalized identities associate them with
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inappropriate sexual behavior. She goes on to describe how she believes class differences
make it difficult to teach SBSE to a diverse class of students:
It’s very hard to teach the class in this city, I feel like. I feel like maybe it’s harder
here than some places. Um, our school system is, is different than most school
systems. We have, um, a lot of people that are very financially in the upper class.
We have some really, um, really really smart kids whose parents are involved
with the university. Then we also have a big number of kids who are very
socioeconomically challenged. They don’t have money. They don’t have – so
you’ve got two groups, ok?... I’ve had, you know, like a millionaire’s child, a
doctor’s child, a janitor’s child, a university professor, head of the university’s
child, and it’s hard. You’ve got to make all that come together for all those
people. And then you may have some people who have children in there that
really don’t want you to tell them too much. Then you’ve got some parents that
want to make sure you tell their children everything. So, it’s a, a difficult class to
manage and to teach.
Nurse Reed establishes two groups among her students: the higher socioeconomic status
group (who she describes as “really, really smart”) and the lower socioeconomic status
group. She believes that class-based differences in how these groups understand youth
sexuality are so profound that combining both groups in the SBSE classroom is
challenging and difficult to manage.
In addition to being challenging in the classroom, some of the teachers in my
sample drew on classed and racialized understandings of sexuality to argue that lowincome students and students of color brought problematic ways of thinking about sex
into the classroom. They attributed these ways of thinking, which were at odds with their
own, to deficient values among these students’ parents. Mr. Davis argued that deficient
parenting led boys in his class to be sexually irresponsible:
You hear all this talk, but – and then some guys it’s really not an issue to them
right now, and they’re 8th grade. And I mean, they, actually, those are the ones
that are more knowledgeable about what’s going on, because, for some reason or
another, it’s parents’ setting or some setting they have, they have more knowledge
of bodies, so it’s not a big issue for them to just go out there and have a girlfriend
and get her pregnant and that kind of stuff. It’s something about maybe the family
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or something at church or something at some other uh, situation, boys’ club or
some other that they’re being taught some stuff.
Here, Mr. Davis implies class differences when he describes “parents’ setting” as the
factor that shapes young men’s approach to sexuality. For Mr. Davis, boys from certain
families are being “taught some stuff” that shapes their understandings of sexuality in
ways that do not align with his in the SBSE classroom. Ms. Walker also expressed her
frustration at the disconnect between her approach to youth sexual ideology in SBSE and
values taught at home by parents:
Sarah:

Do you think there’s any way [SBSE] can be made more
effective?

Ms. Walker:

What, the the um classes?

Sarah:

Mmhmm

Ms. Walker:

I’m not sure. Because I mean, to me we’re doing all that we
can…I think we’re doing all we can but it goes back to
home too. It, to me it does. Um, values being taught at
home, um, you know I can say things and this is, this is
something that got me last semester, it was, it was a
shocker. But um, we were talking about birth control and
all those things and the same little girl, she said – she’s in
the 9th grade – she said, “Well, if I miss my pill, my mom,
she’ll come and bring it out here to me.” So I’m like, “Ok,
but you just, you’re 14 years old. So does it matter what I
say, standing up here? You know, what I teach you?”

Ms. Walker sees a fundamental difference in the values about sex being taught at school
and the values about sex being taught at home. For her, the impossibility of overcoming
this perceived difference in values renders SBSE nearly ineffective, and she asks
rhetorically of her students, “Does it matter what I say, standing up here? You know,
what I teach you?”
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The sex education classroom acts as a site of reproduction of race and class
privilege. The experiences of my participants align with existing research in that students
are taught, often explicitly, that the sexualities of poor people and people of color are
dangerous, deficient, or risky (Fields 2008; Kendall 2013). Further, students are
evaluated according to these same racialized and classed expectations. Schools act as
larger components of a classed and racialized social system in which students learn what
it means to occupy privileged and marginalized positions and how to make sense of
themselves and their classmates in terms of these positions of social hierarchy (BonillaSilva 2010; Bowles and Gintis 2014; Lewis 2003).
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CONCLUSION
In this study, I examined how teachers carried out and made sense of schoolbased sexuality education. I found that teachers enacted agency within the classroom by
making decisions about how and when to depart from the formal curriculum, called going
off-script. Teachers went off-script in three ways. First, they went off-script for
functional reasons when the top-down structure of sex education policy and curricula was
incompatible with their classrooms and schools. Second, they went off-script out of
disagreement when they used their classrooms as sites of protest against sex education
lessons of which they did not approve. Third, they went off-script out of assumption by
inadvertently shaping their classroom instruction around their own unquestioned ways of
thinking about sexuality, rather than adhering strictly to the curriculum. Of the three
ways that teachers went off-script, two – disagreement and assumption – represented
methods of incorporating teachers’ ideologies about sexuality into the SBSE classroom.
Within the SBSE classroom, the ways that teachers went off-script introduced
ideologies that serve to reproduce social inequality. Teachers presented sexuality as
confined to the realm of adults, with little regard for students’ agency, capacities, or
information needs. They incorporated lessons about gender that reinforced the gender
binary, rewarded traditional ways of thinking about femininity and masculinity, and
marginalized same-sex sexuality. They taught that relationships existed between
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sexuality, class, and race, and that valid expressions of sexuality were those historically
associated with and available to white members of the middle class. Finally, they used
these racialized and classed understandings to interpret student behavior in their
classrooms. The net result, and the most important conclusion of the study, is that
classroom instruction in SBSE, despite being heavily regulated, remains subject to the
ideological persuasions of the person teaching it; SBSE acts as a site for the reproduction
of ideologies that maintain social inequality.
At the heart of school-based sexuality education is a debate over what the
relationship is and should be between young people and sex. The positions that
policymakers and school administrators take on issues of SBSE provide insight into their
perspectives on this relationship. In the US, two competing paradigms have emerged on
this relationship. Abstinence-only-until-marriage education represents an ideology of sex
as only appropriate between married, different-sex couples and any diversion from this
framework as morally wrong. Comprehensive sex education represents an ideology of
sex as a rational behavior best understood through its medical consequences. Both of
these frameworks offer a roadmap for how young people should think about sex and how
they should act.
Though the frameworks of CSE and AOUME describe an important part of the
national debate in how to understand youth and sexuality, they cannot tell the whole story
of what students are taught in SBSE classrooms. Teachers’ approaches to classroom
instruction are shaped and limited by the curriculum package they are required to use, but
this curriculum package does not dictate the entire classroom experience. In presenting
material, teachers incorporate their own perspectives about youth and sexuality – going
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off-script to either actively or inadvertently depart from the curriculum in order to give
students information that teachers think is important or necessary. Unlike the national,
top-down controversy in SBSE, teachers’ ideologies about youth and sexuality cannot be
neatly grouped into AOUME and CSE frameworks. For the teachers in my sample, the
AOUME or abstinence-plus status of their curriculum package played little role in how
they delivered information about sex to their students. Instead, their own understandings
about youth and sexuality often overrode the materials provided to them by policymakers
and administrators. Understanding teachers’ ways of thinking about youth and sexuality,
and how these ways of thinking become integrated into the classroom even in spite of
top-down pressures to prevent such integration, tells an important part of the story about
what students are taught in SBSE classrooms and the powerful role teachers play in this
learning process.
The teachers that I interviewed went beyond the formal frameworks of AOUME
and CSE to teach about sex as a social act. In doing so, they presented students with their
own perspectives on how the social world works – in sum, their ideologies about youth
and sexuality. The findings in this study advance theories of the hidden curriculum and
sex-education by outlining how teacher meaning-making about sexuality is translated
directly and often uncritically into the classroom. In the sex education classroom, these
ideologies serve to reproduce social inequality. Students are taught not only about sex,
but also about how sexuality relates disparately across gender, race, class, and age. They
are presented with expectations about their behavior that are informed by their positions
within a stratified social system. The lessons that participants in this study present to their
students demonstrate the hidden curriculum at work in schools as structural forms of
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inequality are legitimized and reproduced by what is taught in sex education. Students in
these classes are not only taught prescribed information about sexual health and behavior,
they are also taught about what it means to be a sexual actor occupying race, class, and
gender positions within the broader social system. They are taught that some of these
positions are more valuable than others and that people’s sexual behavior can be
evaluated based on this value. As mentioned previously, many of my participants argued
that instilling sexual values in students (and therefore reproducing particular sexual
ideologies) was more important in SBSE than fact lessons about health or behavior. At
points, these value lessons go beyond the boundaries of the hidden curriculum, as
students are taught overt lessons about gender, racial, and class hierarchy. Across each of
these intersecting dimensions of privilege and marginalization, students are taught that an
additional dimension of their identities, their youth, creates particular expectations for
and limits on their sexual subjectivities.
One key aspect of understanding how teachers make sense of sex education and
their understandings of youth and sexuality is that, in every interview, teachers expressed
what they understood to be a constant benevolence toward students. For them, each
decision in teaching sex education was motivated by the best interests of their students
and this benevolence justified however far they went off-script. When Nurse Moore was
explaining her dramatically off-script teaching style to me, she justified that: “Ignorance
is never a good state to be in. And especially when it comes to sexuality.” For her, like
many of these teachers, instances of going off-script were means of combatting ignorance
in the best interest of students.
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That this benevolence upheld students in positions of privilege and contributed to
the marginalization of students in minority positions was largely not a consideration for
the teachers in this sample. When Nurse Lee teaches young women to carry a safety pin
in order to ward off the unwanted advances of young men, her expressed intention is to
keep young women safe from assault in an environment in which sexual violence is a real
and constant threat. That her lesson reinforces the sexist ideas that young women are
default sexual gatekeepers, young men are sexually predatory, and sexual violence is the
responsibility of victims to prevent is an unintended, but real, consequence. Consistent
with literature on the mechanisms of reproduction of structural privilege and oppression,
teachers did not view their racist, classist, sexist, or heterosexist teaching strategies as
deliberate means of reproducing inequality (Bonilla-Silva 2010; Bowles and Gintis 2014;
Lewis 2003). Instead, they considered it a form of truth-telling, equipping students with
the information they needed about sex and sexuality in the social world.
Given an understanding of how policymakers, school administrators, and teachers
all shape what is taught in school-based sexuality education, future research should
examine students’ perspectives. Regarding the sociological literature on SBSE, Smith
finds that: “Though we know that teachers play the role of translators in the discourse(s)
on abstinence, we do not know much about what actually happens in classrooms, what
the translations are, or how all of this is further translated by young people” (Smith
2012a:533). The findings in this study contribute to addressing the first two of these
identified gaps in the literature: what happens in the sex education classroom and how
teachers make sense of and convey information about sexuality to students. While this
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study examines what students are taught, it cannot speak to what they actually learn.
Future research should address this gap.
Bowles and Gintis argue that: “To capture the economic import of education, we
must relate its social structure to the forms of consciousness, interpersonal behavior, and
personality it fosters and reinforces in students” (Bowles and Gintis 2014:9). Similarly, to
understand the importance of SBSE in reproducing social inequality, we should consider
how the ideologies conveyed in sex education shape the sexual socialization processes of
students. Top-down approaches to education and youth sexual socialization, from
national policy down to teachers, relies on an understanding of young people as objects in
the socialization process, passively subject to socialization forces at multiple levels. In
asking how students make sense of what they are taught in SBSE classes, we can
examine how students internalize, reject, question, contradict, comply with, or otherwise
understand what they are taught and thereby act as active subjects in their own sexual
socialization. How do students make sense of what they are taught in school about sex?
What relationship exists between young people’s ideologies about sexuality and the
information they are presented in SBSE? By turning our attention to the perspectives and
meaning-making of students in SBSE classrooms, we can further understand the role of
school-based sexuality education in reproducing social inequality through sexual
socialization.
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